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CHAPTER 1 
 

THE FORMATIVE YEARS 

 
This article is a brief history of my life from the bygone ages beginning at some unearthly hour on the morning of 

the 5
th
 January 1916 at some address in Nottingham. I am not sure where, whether at home or in hospital I know not, but 

my parents had lived in the house, in the Sherwood area, since April 1912. This was where I was brought up in my 
infancy to the ripe old age of 6 years whereafter the family moved out to the village of Keyworth in 1922, or thereabouts, 
some eight miles south of the town. There were only four of us in the family, the parents (Gilbert) Percy and Margaret 
Magub Allen, my older brother Charles and myself. My brother Charles being almost three years my senior. 

Father was in business with his father in what is commonly known as the ólace tradeô and from 1911 to the early 
months of 1914 spent much of his time in Germany (Bavaria) representing the firm, He often mentioned that he always 
carried around with him a return ticket to England in the event of war becoming imminent!!! It did, but he was out by then. 
He was one of six children, three brothers and two sisters. Who was the eldest, I am not too sure but it was either one of 
the two girls or my father. They all lived in a large house in Regent Street, New Basford. By the time I made my debut into 
this world the grandparents had moved to a smaller house in Mayo Road, which runs between Hucknall Road and 
Nottingham Road, and from where, as a toddler, I would gaze for hours, from a bedroom window, watching the horses 
pulling the huge slabs of granite, on trolleys, that went into the building of T Formans printing works. In those days the 
land between the printing works and Haydn Road was under cultivation or grazing but was being absorbed rapidly for 
building expansion. From our house to my grandparents the distance could not have been more than one and a quarter 
miles yet on my little legs the walk seemed like an eternity. 

On my Motherôs side of the family, they were all Northerners living in óGeordie landô, Sunderland. Wha5t a large 
family too. Ten girls and three boys!!! No shortage of Aunts and Uncles!!! Her father was a ships captain on colliers 
carrying coals to UK and continental ports; hence the number of children, maybe. The three lads, with the sea in their 
blood, all took to the sea after training as ships engineers. I have no recollection whatsoever of the óold boyô as his demise 
came before 1918/19. Gômama, as I remember her, was a great matriarchal figure always sitting in a chair by the fireside 
wearing a black shawl over her shoulders, but in spite of her stern looks was a kindly old soul. So much for the immediate 
forbears of the family. 

Back to my childhood. I remember very little of my father until about 1920 as he had enlisted into the army soon 
after my birth, drafted into the Royal Artillery or Royal Horse Artillery, serving in Belgium. Consequently he came home on 
leave on rare occasions to see the family and sort out his business interests, which on the manufacturing side, was 
prospering in spite of the war. Probably making mosquito nets for the army overseas. Incidentally, on one occasion all 
four brothers met in Ypres, no doubt during a lull in battle! (All survived the war). For the young and uninitiated this war 
refers to the 1914/18 World War 1. He was invalided out of Belgium/France sometime during 1917 and sent to hospital in 
Stob Hill near Glasgow, Scotland. In due course mother, with two kids in tow, travelled up there to visit him, but that was 
short lived. No sooner had we entered the ward than dear brother suddenly started with a blood curdling attack of 
whooping cough which terminated the visit forthwith, or so the tale goes. After treatment and convalescence Pa was 
posted to Southern Ireland, taking part in the troubled times prevailing there. He eventually received his discharge from 
the army in 1919. Thatôs when I started to call him ófatherô instead of óuncleô! That came about because I saw one of my 
uncles more frequently! 

I suppose from about the age of 2.2 to 3 years I began taking more notice of my surroundings and possibly more 
amenable to discipline now that my brother was off to school. He was, or could be, a little rebel at times! At the age of 5 
years he was expelled from his first school for óbeing a bad influence on the other childrenô. His next establishment of 
learning was different. A private school ruled over by two formidable spinster sisters of unknown vintage whose word was 
law. I know, having followed in his footsteps two or three years later. Tuition there was excellent, although I did not 
appreciate it at the time. Who would at that age! 

My religious education was also catered for when I became old enough to be dragged along by my brother to 
catch a tram, by the Sherwood tram sheds, for St Andrews Church at the top of the óForestô hill. After the service a long 
walk to our grandparentôs house in Mayo Road for tea. That routine went on until we left New Basford. Wherever we lived 
afterwards (until we left for Africa) we attended church at least once each Sunday. My father was a nonconformist who, so 
far as I recollect, attended nothing except a pub. In his early days his parents took all their children to chapel three times 
each Sunday which did not please him so he decided quite early in life that if he ever had a family his children would not 
be subjected to such an ordeal, and he kept his pledge. Another Sunday routine would be to accompany him in the 
morning to a couple of allotments, which he shared with his father, near the junction of Haydn Road and Nottingham 
Road, where the three generations would meet, weather permitting. In due course I would be given a basket of 
vegetables and fruit and told to get back home, without undue delay en-route. At that early age I wondered why the two 
gents crossed over the road and disappeared into a óhouseô on the corner. The house later recognised as óThe Star Innô 
brought me to the realisation of what attractions lay within. 

One of the great attractions for all youngsters was (and still is) the annual event of óGoose Fairô, which in my day 
was held in the Old Market Square of Nottingham. The huge roundabouts of galloping horses, dragons, cocks and hens 
with the blare of steam organs all playing different tunes and the smell of coal fired steam engines created a lasting 
memory in the young mind. I suppose it is history now, but I do remember seeing the very last appearance of the fair in 
the Square in 1927, thereafter, its venue being moved to the current óForest Fieldsô site. The next visit I made to the event 
was in 1962, together with my wife and three sons, but the whole atmosphere of it all was totally different. Loudspeakers 
blaring from all directions, electronic gadgetry with flashing lights, etc; OK for the modern generation but not for me. 



 4 

As mentioned earlier my father returned to the lace business in 1919 but from what I gathered in later years the 
lace trade market was on a downward trend having lost much of the continental market to foreign manufacturers, possibly 
due to the war. Having had an insight into German and Belgian methods of production he tried to persuade the other 
members in the business to modernise the machinery, and their methods, but without success. That, combined with 
internal politics, caused the firm to suffer losses from which it could not recover. With the post war slump, or recession, on 
the way it meant the whole lot had to be sold up.  

It was at about this time that the family moved out to Keyworth after selling the óhappyô house in Osbourne 
Avenue. I think my father had a taste for the ógood lifeô. Our rented house, with a nameplate on the gate, was a little 
primitive, no electric, gas or water laid on. The water had to be pumped up from a large cistern and, when that ran dry, 
there was always the well and bucket. No bathroom!!! A tin bath in front of the kitchen fire, ideal in winter! The house, 
quite large and well built, stood on its own in about three quarters of an acre of land half a mile south of the village. Father 
always had an inkling for the countryside having been at some stage in his life (early 1900s) in partnership with a farming 
friend alongside his business interest in the textile industry. This was a necessity for him to maintain the cash flow into the 
farm. Sadly the partner died before the farm became a viable proposition and was sold, much to my fatherôs 
disappointment. Soon after our arrival at the new address one large and two small poultry houses were erected, plus a 
shed, all of wooden construction. Soon after this about 200 pullets went into the large poultry house, White Wyandottes (I 
think). Into the two smaller houses went Rhode Island Reds and Light Sussex Hens. A goat with two kids also appeared 
on the scene (from that date onwards I could never appreciate goatôs milk). Not long after this, what should appear but a 
rabbit hutch, followed a few days later by some Chinchilla rabbits, and to add to the menagerie, a fox terrier and a black 
and white kitten. The two goat kids became very tame and were inclined to follow any human being out into the lane. 

With all the upheaval going on around us the routine had to carry on. Father, now freelancing as a textile 
manufacturers agent made the journey to his office in Pepper Street, Nottingham ï between Bridlesmith Gate and St 
Peters Church. My brother and  also had to make the long drag into town to our respective schools, which meant leaving 
the house just before 8am, walking a mile and a quarter to Plumtree Station to catch the commuter train to the Midland 
Station. This was followed by a trip by tram to the Market Square where we caught a second tram to Sherwood 
(Carrington). Thatôs where the two of us parted. One point in its favour, I had to leave school half an hour earlier than the 
other pupils in order to connect with the train home. I was given a midday meal at school which I ate in solitary silence. 
There was one memorable occasion I shall never forget ï the headmistress standing over me, in one of the classrooms, 
forcing me to eat up a plate of Tapioca pudding!!! She won, but it took a good twenty minutes wait before I swallowed the 
last mouthful. I continued with my schooling at Mountford House for a month or two but the long journey five times per 
week was proving unsatisfactory, sometimes missing the train or tram connections, usually on the way home because a 
little boy would, on occasions, spend his tram fare from the Market Square to Midland Station on a ópenônorthô of sweets!!! 
(Something less than ½p in todayôs currency ï 1922) and, therefore, had to walk, or run, and hope the trainôs departure 
would be delayed by eight minutes or so. 

The next school my parents found for me brought me down to earth with a bit of a shock. Although, as far as I 
was concerned, there were two points in its favour. No French lessons and no changing from outdoor shoes into slippers, 
or some such footwear, on arrival at school. In fact I found the lessons were much easier than I expected at the ójunior 
infantsô, but never the less, the building was a bit early Victorian in many respects. I have forgotten its exact location but 
was somewhere between Arkwright Street and the Mundella Grammar school. It still meant a walk from the Midland 
station but that didnôt take too long. As meals werenôt available in ódayô schools during that period I had to walk to my 
fatherôs office in Pepper Street for a midday snack and cup of tea. That procedure went on for a while until I again 
changed school. This time to a primary school in West Bridgford. By the time I started at this school a bus service was 
being operated from Keyworth to Canal Street, Nottingham, two or three times daily which made a great saving on shoe 
leather, fares and time. From our house to the bus stop in the village was only a matter of 500 yards and about the same 
distance between the bust stop and school in West Bridgford. The bus driver was an obliging chap who would stop 
anywhere, within reason, to pick up and drop off passengers. I had my own óbus stopô at the end of the road from school. 
Most convenient! My brother Charles had also swapped schools but had to carry on to Trent Bridge for a short period 
before moving to the Musters Road secondary school. During the winter, when snow and ice covered the road. 

The bus journey could be a little hazardous and on many occasions the passengers had to alight to push the bus 
up Edwalton hill, much to the delight of the half dozen or so children on board. Only twice in four years did I have to walk 
the whole distance from school back to our home. The first time was due to thick ósmogô and the second during the 
general strike of 1926, where the óstrikers were inclined to overturn buses, particularly those operated by the Barton 
company. 
 Life in Keyworth was all my brother and I could have asked for. In fact, I would say the happiest days of our 
childhood. There were two farms and a market garden close by where we could help out when the opportunity arose. 
During early summer, at weekends, we would be off to the haymaking, usually leading the carthorses with a wagonload of 
hay back to the farmyard and return with the empty wagon for a refill. When the summer holidays came around we would 
assist in the cornfields picking up the wheat, barley or oat sheaves as the binder chucked them out and then óstookingô 
them to enable them to dry out until ready for carting back to the farm. There, the óexpertsô would make neat stacks, as 
waterproof as possible, to await the day the corn had to be separated from the straw with a threshing machine. This was 
operated by a steam traction engine blowing smoke, steam, ósmutsô and dust all around the place. As the labourers 
tossed the sheaves of corn into the thresher and the stack shrank to almost ground level the young lads would be given 
sticks and told to deal with the rats and mice that rushed out seeking safer havens. Needless to say, many survived the 
onslaught. Another job I enjoyed was taking the horses along to the village blacksmith for óshoeingô, although the smell of 
burning hoof was somewhat pungent. 
 To vary the active life that I led I would wander along to the nearby market garden and, depending on the season, 
give a helping hand collecting the vegetables, etc, for the Saturday market in Nottingham. At times I would be given a hoe 
with instructions to weed the cabbage patch or whichever bed required the necessary attention. At other times I would 
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boil the pig swill and feed the brutes. If, by the end of the week, I had helped for quite a number of hours the óbossô would 
give me sixpence (2½ new pence), which to me, in those days was a small fortune. Whilst these extra mural activities 
went on my brother and I still had the home chores to deal with. Feeding and watering the poultry and rabbits came 
before disappearing into the countryside. Referring back to the hens, once egg production was under way there were 
eggs everywhere, overflowing from the pantry into a corner of the dining room. However, word soon got around that eggs 
were available and a steady outlet developed. To add to the ófurnitureô an incubator was installed into a spare room and 
within a short space of time the sound of óchirpingô chicks could be heard prior to their departure to a foster mother. The 
incubator was a strange contraption heated by a paraffin lamp. 
 When into Autumn, at the commencement of the fox hunting season, we, my brother and I, would scan the 
hunting appointments column of the local newspaper to find out where the Quorn hunt would ómeetô on the Saturday. If 
the ómeetô was in easy reach we would be off to join all the other foot-followers in the chase. Excellent exercise for young 
limbs but, by the end of the day, complete exhaustion on arrival back home, and usually covered in mud. Probably twice 
during the season the óhuntô would trot past our house churning up the grass verge between our hedge and the lane much 
to my fatherôs disgust, judging by his remarks. 
 Reading through these pages one would perhaps get the impression that the two youthful members of the family 
behaved like ólittle angelsô! There were the odd occasions when we thought the apples and pears in our neighbours 
gardens tasted better than ours, we played in forbidden places, plus a few more activities I have long forgotten about. 
One of the forbidden areas was close at hand, two ponds surrounded by trees. One pond was deep and murky, which we 
respected. The second, on the opposite side of the lane, was about 4 feet deep and muddy. On one occasion we were 
fooling around in the trees overhanging the shallow pond when I reached out and grabbed hold of a branch, which, 
unfortunately for me, happened to be dead oneéééé.snapééééand in I went, total submersion!! I managed to ódog 
paddleô and flounder to the bank where my brother pulled me out. What a sight I must have looked, wet through and 
covered in mud. Our greatest worry at that point was, what to do next? If we went into the house we knew what would 
happen!!! The answer, into the rabbit shed for a rub down with straw and old sacking. Fortunately, the day was hot and 
sunny so outside for a further drying session and rub down. The footwear went into a bucket of water, so no problems 
there! Eventually, I considered myself dry enough to make a dash indoors and up the stairs in double quick time for a 
wash down in a hand basin, and a change of clothes. Meanwhile the other culprit was outside attending his chores. At tea 
time we were called in by MaMa who, unfortunately for us, was entertaining one of her lady friends. One step into the 
room and she immediately wanted to know what we had been up to. ñNothing very muchò said I. ñWell why is your hair in 
such a mess?ò said she. Iôd obviously forgotten to wash and comb it!!! The ótelling offô came later. 
 There were times when we were incorrectly accused of causing damage to various things. We being my brother, 
two school pals and I. There was the occasion when during our train commuting school days we got the blame for rolling 
a large boulder down the rail embankment and through the Stationmasterôs poultry house! We eventually convinced him 
that we were not responsible for such a wicked act. Explaining that, in any event, how could we have carried this out with 
so many commuters, including my father, keeping an eye on us whilst waiting for the morning train. On another occasion 
a farmers hedge went up in smoke and that little episode brought the village policeman to the front door, much to 
motherôs consternation, but she was able to point out to him that her two sons were not involved because at the time of 
the alleged offence they were both in school in Nottingham, some eight miles away. The culprits were eventually tracked 
down in the village. During our few years in Keyworth the local óBobbyô called at our house in an official capacity only 
twice. On both occasions he failed to gain any satisfaction. 
 By this time, 1926 or early 1927 father must have got óitchyô feet again! The poultry business was not very 
lucrative as it took up a lot of time and energy. He decided to cut his losses and move back to Nottingham, this time to 
West Bridgford. The house we moved to was in North Road, not very far from our respective schools and as a real bonus, 
Trent Bridge Cricket Ground.. As brothers grow older they tend to drift apart because of age differences and individual 
friendships. It was at this time that my brother and I followed this trend. 
 It was towards the end of 1927 when the words óEast Africaô, Kenya and Coffee planting cropped up at odd times 
in the conversations between my mother and father. Sometimes within my hearing range but completely beyond my 
comprehension. Also, two or three handbooks about East Africa appeared on the scene, the contents of which I glanced 
through with typical schoolboys interest. 
 I have no idea of how it came about but the parents showed sufficient interest to pursue the whole concept of a 
new life in East Africa, Kenya, óthe land of milk and honeyô, etc; Whom their contact was remains a mystery to me. Person 
or persons unknown and residing in London is all I knew then or now. My father must have made frequent journeys down 
to London to thrash out the many details and problems which must have arisen before coming to a definite decision on 
moving. Meanwhile my brother and I carried on with life as normal as one would expect. 
 




