Peabody Boy, I've Sang ‘em All
By Alan Kingshott
Chapter One - Beginnings

‘I was born where the flowers never grew;
Concrete and stone, were the fields that | knew’

Saturday 1st April, 1967: my wedding day. And just in case | had

- my head in the clouds, the route to the church was put in doubt by
- nearby Hammersmith Broadway being “choc -a - block” with
traffic. As a supporter of Fulham Football Club, | should have
guessed that the match they were playing against Sunderland that
day might complicate things for me. In fact, 21,000 supporters

| were making their way to the ground for a 3 o'clock kick off, which
was exactly the same time as my wedding in down town
Shepherds Bush. As a young groom, barely twenty years old, and
about to marry my childhood sweet-heart, it was thus decided by
my brother-in -law-who incidentally was the only driver on the day-
that | should travel immediately from my home in Hammersmith,
- along with the bridesmaids flowers! As it turned out, the traffic was
not as bad as was first thought and the journey took no time at all.
. So | arrived at St.Luke’s C.of E., just off the Uxbridge Road in
Shepherds Bush, some seventy minutes earlier than originally
planned; stone cold sober and feeling just a bit disorientated by
the change in the schedule. Needless to say my best man was
not with me, having, | later learnt, incurred travelling problems of
Alan as a young boy attending St Paul’s  his own from Putney to Shepherds Bush. Without a land line

C of E Primary School in Hammersmith phone in my parents flat and of course no mobile phones as yet
(what a blessing!), there was no way he could let us know.

With my brother-in-law having to depart to deliver the flowers to my future wife, and then return to
Hammersmith again to collect my sister Pam (his wife) and my mum, | was thus left on my own. With time to
think and to consider what a big commitment | was making, | could suddenly see clearly just how my life
might change. | had lived for all of my twenty years in Peabody Buildings with mum and dad, and for eleven of
them with my sister, Pam .More importantly my dad had died suddenly less than three months earlier and
now my mum was about to lose her only son from the family home. "Was | an April fool?” | asked myself.
Englebert Humperdink was at number one in the NME charts with “Release Me” and here was | about to take
solemn religious vows that would tie me to the girl | loved for life! What's more, it seemed as if these past
twenty years had gone by in ........ well, no time at all. How had | arrived at this point in my life? In the silence
and tranquillity of the church | started to recall past events and things that | had experienced, including of
course, where it all began.....................

According to my dear old Mum, my arrival in to this world was less a labour of love, and more a traumatic
shock! No sooner had mum'’s contractions started, than | apparently appeared, and in her own words, literally
“shot across the room”. This image of my being some kind of human cannon-ball fired, not from a gun, but
from my mother’s womb, whilst still joined to her by the umbilical cord, was one that would cause me great
embarrassment in my childhood years whenever my mother relayed the story to friend or stranger alike. When
| was older it would bring tears to my eyes at the thought of the pain of such an arrival! Whatever the truth of
the matter | was, none the less, born on Sunday the 12th of January, 1947, and so formed part of the ‘baby
boom’ generation that came at the end of the Second World War.



My place of birth was in fact, the family home: a small two bedroom flat, sixty feet up from the ground, on an
estate called Peabody Buildings, Hammersmith, London. W.6. Peabody Buildings, Hammersmith, was one of
many such estates that had been built across London to give working families, a roof over their head at a
reasonable rent and one which they could afford. They were the inspiration and gift of the great

philanthropist George Peabody (1795-1869), an American merchant and financier who had amassed great
wealth- $20,000,000- and who then gave most of it to deserving, philanthropic works. Fortunately for me and
thousands of others, Peabody moved to London in 1837 and thus spread his generosity to England in addition
to all the major works that he had done in the USA. These included funding a historical museum in his home
town of South Danvers (later to be renamed Peabody, after the man himself), another museum at Yale
University, and yet another at Harvard University. He would, no doubt, have applauded Tony Blair’s slogan of
“Education, education, education” since his own childhood deprivation in this area inspired him to do as much
as possible for others who had been denied such opportunity. It was in 1862 that he gave $2,500,000 for the
building of the Peabody apartments and which in part led to him being the first American to receive the
freedom of the City of London. When he died in 1869, his funeral at Westminster Abbey was attended by
Queen Victoria, along with the Prince of Wales and with Gladstone also in attendance.

But to return to the subject in question, | was the second child of my mother Muriel May Kate, and my father,
Eric George Kingshott; my sister Pam having been born almost six years earlier in August 1941. It was poor
Pam who thus had to endure the traumas of the War, including being woken in the middle of the night and
being taken down to the shelters when bombing raids were on, or about to start. On one particular night,
namely the 22nd of August, 1944, the air-raid shelters on the Estate not only saved my mum and dad and my
sister, but also a number of other tenants who had sought safety from their flats .Many of those who remained
in their flats were injured or killed when a German flying bomb hit a couple of blocks in what was called ‘The
Square’ area of the Estate. Families and other individuals were, as reported in the local Fulham Chronicle
newspaper, trapped under masonry and had to be rescued and cut out from the debris. Although only three
years old at the time, my sister can recall the event vividly. She remembers how my dad was told to lie down
flat in the shelter but refused to do so, and as a result his hair literally stood on end from the shock of the bomb
hitting the blocks of flats. A few years earlier on Tuesday 3rd December, 1940, however, a similar run to the
shelters , this time those of the St. Vincent’'s Convent in Queen Caroline Street took the lives of a number of
tenants from the Estate who had fled there for safety only to learn that the bombs did not hit Peabody but the
convent itself. | can remember my mum saying how gruesome the scene was and that it had a lasting effect
upon my dad who had raced to the scene to help rescue the injured.

The late Eddie Cochran may have sung about there being just “Three Steps to Heaven”, but, there were 66
steps that led to our family flat and they have been etched on my mind , carved on my soul and ingrained in
my very being forever more. Our rented home was on the top floor of a 5 storey block. Eighteen steps in one
long flight, took you from the two ground floor flats to flats 3 and 4 (my Auntie Rhoda and Uncle Albert lived at
number 4).Thereafter two flights of eight steps each took you up to the next set of two flats on each floor.

With no lifts or escalators, it was a case of climb up or stay where you are. Running up and down, sometimes
as many as seven or eight times a day, kept you fit and strong. Going down | would often jump a complete
flight of 8 steps, only to find that as | landed | almost knocked anyone coming up the stairs back down again.
Needless to say all us kids were cursed by the older tenants, and | can now understand why. The stone steps
were kept very clean and it was the ‘duty’ of each tenant to wash them at least once a week. This generally
meant alternating with your neighbour, except if they were too infirm to manage the task .| know my mum used
to clean the flight for an elderly couple who lived below us, for this reason. | can’t imagine many young couples
being willing to do this today.

Number 10, Block N, anyway, was our family abode. A three roomed flat consisting of two bedrooms and one
living room, plus kitchen and toilet. The luxury of a bathroom didn’t come until well



after I had left the family abode. Although the refurbishment of all the estates, which included putting in a
bathroom where possible, began in the mid 50’s.This was not unusual as a survey in 1950 revealed that 50%
of the nation had no bathroom. At least we were lucky enough to have an inside loo. Many families had to use
an outside toilet and some even had to share with five or more other families. On a cold winter’s day it must
have been hell to have a touch of the trots!

Without doubt the most used room in the flat was the kitchen. This
was the room where we sat down round a small table to have our
meals; where dad would do all his repairs and odd little jobs;
where mum would do all the washing , ironing, and cooking. and
where we would sit and listen to the radio. It was also the warmest
room in the house when we lit the gas oven and left the door
open. The amazing thing though, was that it was really quite

a small room, and yet so much was done in it.

There was no fridge or washing machine, however, and although
mum would later acquire a fridge she would be denied a washing
machine until after | left home .The nearest thing she got to it was
a twin tub which she passed on to me and my wife to be, Jacky,
as a wedding present. Until then she would wash garments by
hand in the large sink and then wring out the water via a heavy
mangle that screwed on to it. Large items, like sheets and covers
were then hoisted up towards the ceiling on wooden pulleys. The
steam and heat mingling with the cooking often turned the kitchen

A photographic portrait of my dad taken ~ Nto a tropical sauna. The other items in the room included a stand
before | was born up kitchen cupboard that had a pull down small work surface. For

mum this was no good at all, instead she did all her peeling of the
potatoes and other vegetables (if we could afford them), as well as the mixing of flour and water etc, to make
the hot ,stodgy “afters” ( now called sweets), which dad seemed to have every day, on the good old kitchen
table, once again.

The most unbelievable thing, however, was that along the wall by the sink; this little kitchen housed a coal
bunker. What was even worse was that the coal was delivered at different times of the day, but quite often
when we were seated down to a meal! After climbing up seven flights of stairs and with a hundred weight of
coal on their backs, the sooty faced strangers that entered our home, would literally just empty the bag as fast
as they could and with a few grunts and groans for good measure leave us spluttering and coughing from the
coal dust flying in the air. | wonder to this day just how much coal dust we all had in our lungs over the years.
Health and Safety would have had a field day if this practice had continued.

The coal bunker, had it been clean and never used would have been the ideal place to keep our old tin bath.
Without a bathroom you had the choice of using the old tin tub or opting for a wash in the public wash area,
imaginatively called ‘Bath Place’. Either way it was a choice that carried several risks! To opt for the Bath
Place facility was to risk losing your eyebrows or worse, when you turned on the hot water heater. With an
almighty boom reminiscent of a war-time incendiary device, it would suddenly spring to life, like a smoking
firework on bonfire night that lulls you into a false sense of security and then blasts you as you try to get rid of
it. Even if you survived that shock, there was still the problem of faulty locks that would enable unsuspecting
visitors to suddenly burst in upon you. That old trick of putting your foot out from the bath and placing it against
the door was not possible, unless you were about twelve feet tall and had legs of about nine feet long! So the
only alternative was to sing at the top of your voice so that other would be bathers were aware that your bath
was occupied. One story that went around, was that the porters on the estate (we called them something
else!), who did all the maintenance and repairs, were aware of the bathrooms being used as romantic
hideaways for young lovers , and that by not making them secure they could spoil their fun. Whatever the truth



, in all my twenty years in the buildings, | opted to have a bath in this public place on no more than half a
dozen occasions, and at no time did | ever relax and enjoy a good soak. Even if the water heater behaved
itself and the locks were fixed, still somehow the water always seemed to run cold before you had enough in
the bath.

For me and the rest of the family it was thus the old tin tub -usually on a Friday night, at least until my older
teenage years. The bath was usually kept out of sight; like a shameful child that has embarrassed its parents. |
think ours was hidden by the side of the kitchen cabinet. Anyway the room for the ordeal was always the
kitchen because of the need to fill the bath with hot water. And how my poor mum struggled as she boiled up
kettle after kettle, saucepan after saucepan to fill the bath with hot water, and then put in kettle after kettle,
saucepan after saucepan of cold water to bring it to the correct temperature for my tender skin. The kitchen
door being partly made of frosted glass also made you very aware of any eyes seeing you as you got older.
Blackout curtains fixed up over the door thus became the order of the day but again with no locks on the door
you never felt really at ease. As | grew up and got bigger, the bath became so incredibly small that | had to
squeeze in to the thing and sit with my legs bent and my knees touching my chin. In fact it must have
resembled a large egg being placed on a thimble.

The only good thing with bath night was that it gave me a chance to sing my favourite songs of the day. Many
a good soak was accompanied by renditions of “How much is that doggy in the window?”, and “The ballad of
Robin Hood “and even Davy Crockett when | was still a child. Later on as a teenager it would be “Poetry in
Motion” or “Living Doll” that would fill the ‘bath’ waves. Without a bathroom however, the only room in the
house that offered any privacy was the w.c, which I'm happy to say did have a lock on it. For a short while you
could have a tiny space for your very self without too many interruptions. A place where you could read your
latest comic or an Enid Blyton Secret Seven or Famous Five adventure, before someone would knock on the
door in desperation and holler “Oiy, what are you doing in there? Writing a book?” To which | was often
tempted to reply, “Well, yes actually.”

My earliest visual image of the flat was of green distempered
walls and drab utility type furnishings, most of which were hand
me downs. In the late 40’s and into the early fifties, tenants were
not allowed to do anything to the fixtures and fittings in the flats.
Not that this bothered my dear old dad as he was never into d-i-
y or wall-papering. When the regulation was lifted it was mum
who found us some decent wall paper and who put it on to the
walls. | can still see it now. The hall way was the first area to

be papered. The design on the paper was of purple grapes with
green leaves, trailing on a wicker support .It would probably be a
strain on the eyes today, but at the time it was a magical
transformation.

The fifties would see a major change in lifestyle for so many
people. The coming of television would introduce viewers to the
likes of Barry Bucknell and his diy programmes. Soon half the
nation would be making shelves and even wardrobes and chests

Mum’s picture taken on an inexpensive  ©f drawers thanks to Barry’s step by step instructions. Families
camera just before her 50 birthday would spend more and more time in their homes and so making
them warm and comfortable became the order of the day.
Kitchens would be filled with formica worktops in bright colours, Doors would be panelled over with hard-board
and picture rails would be removed so that wall paper could go up to the ceiling and give added height to a
room.



The remaining rooms in the house were the two bedrooms and the main living room. The living room had an
old wooden side-board along one wall with a couple of dining room wooden chairs. The wood was a stained
mahogany colour and the chairs had brown shiny padded seats. A three piece suite with grey covers, and with
chair backs of cream, hid the thread-bare patches that were on each of the arms. From 1953 on this room
would be the home for the new television; a purchase that would open our flat to other relatives and friends
who would ask to watch certain programmes, “if it was not too much trouble”. Along the far wall and near to the
windows, a large painted dresser took up most of the remaining space. It was something that most people
found useful, but at the same time found a bit of an eye sore! | was lucky, however, to be given the lower
cupboard area to keep all my games and my comics in order. | must have been naturally tidy as a child
because | can remember keeping all my balls in order of height into the cupboard! All my comics were also
kept in pristine condition and in date order in the same area. No doubt today | would be labelled as having ocd
(obsessive control disorder). When the powers that be allowed tenants to remove this fixture, however, most
took up the option and pulled them out without any hesitation.

The television set, when it arrived in 1953 (just in time for the
Coronation), was an upright consul one. It had a polished wood
surface and took centre place in the room. The only other piece of
furniture was the radio -gram with its built in record player. The room
was regularly dusted and polished by my mum, although it was
hardly used until we had the television, and even then it was still the
kitchen that was the main room for all the family. When it was used,
at least in winter, it had to have the fire burning in order for us to
keep warm. | can still see both my mum and dad taking it in turns to
hold a large piece of newspaper up in front of the hearth to get the
flames burning and keep out any draughts that might extinguish the
flames.

When the fire was blazing it was great to sit near it and perhaps
cook a baked potato if mum had some to spare. The remaining two
bedrooms were almost the same. Again, both had a fire-place which

was seldom lit. Cost being the main reason. A large wardrobe ,with = N e
a dressing table and tall boy (chest of drawers),plus of course a An early picture of my dear sister
large double bed, filled up mum and dad’s room, whilst a smaller Pam, who sadly died last year. She

was a wonderful person and | miss

single wardrobe and cupboard, with a single bed took up all the her very much,

space in the second bedroom. This second bedroom would become
mine, when my sister got married in 1958, until my own wedding day some nine years later. All of this, of
course, meant absolutely nothing to me on that winter's day in January 1947. Like all new born babies | know
doubt screamed and cried to be fed and to let the world know that | was here and that | intended to survive.

After two world wars, survival was of course something that my parents generation no longer took for granted.
Although rationing was still in existence, and would continue to be so right up until 1954, there was | am
reliably informed ,a new optimism and hope for the future, after all the hardship and grief that had been so
much a part of the last six or seven years. Now the national mood was one for change and a new direction.
Even Mr. Churchill, having done such a splendid job for the nation as a War time Prime Minister was unable to
win the 1945 General Election which gave the Labour party the power to govern under Atlee. As a “baby
boomer”, | and others were the physical proof of that hope. Neither was | aware of course. of the home that |
had been born into. The “buildings” or the estate, as | shall call it, was a microcosm of the world outside its
gates. One with its own rules and regulations, together with its own sense of community. With its playground
and maze of alleyways and different areas it was to be like an adventure playground for me and my fellow
‘baby boomers’ .It would be in this place that | would take my first steps, speak my first words and become
conscious of my existence on this great planet. | would become ‘part of the gang’ and have many friends, all
mainly of my own age, to grow up with.



