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EXTRACT ONE
from ‘Writing Home’, pp. 92-94

At St Peter’s, Sunday morning was letter-writing time. At nine o’clock the whole 
school had to go to their desks and spend one hour writing a letter home to their parents. 
At ten-fifteen we put on our caps and coats and formed up outside the school in a long 
crocodile and marched a couple of miles down into Weston-super-Mare for church, and 
we didn’t get back until lunchtime. Church-going never became a habit with me. Letter-
writing did.

Here is the very first letter I wrote home From St Peter’s.  

From that very first Sunday at St Peter’s until the day my
mother died thirty-two years later, I wrote to her once a 
week, sometimes more often, whenever I was away from 
home. I wrote to her every week from St Peter’s (I had to), 
and every week from my next school, Repton, and every 
week from Dar es Salaam in East Africa, where I went on 
my first job after leaving school, and then every week 
during the war from Kenya and Iraq and Egypt when 
I was flying with the RAF.

My mother, for her part, kept every one of these letters, binding them carefully in neat
bundles with green tape, but this was her own secret. She never told me she was doing it. 
In 1957, when she knew she was dying, I was in hospital in Oxford having a serious 
operation on my spine and I was unable to write to her. So she had a telephone specially 
installed beside her bed in order that she might have one last conversation with me. She 
didn’t tell me she was dying nor did anyone else for that matter because I was in a fairly 
serious condition myself at the time. She simply asked me how I was and hoped I would 
get better soon and sent me her love. I had no idea that she would die the next day, but 
she knew all right and she wanted to reach out and speak to me for the last time.

	 When I recovered and went home, I was given this vast collection of my letters, 
all so neatly bound with green tape, more than six hundred of them altogether, dating 
from 1925 to 1945, each one in its original envelope 
with the old stamps still on them. I am awfully 
lucky to have something like this to refer to 
in my old age.
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