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		Foreword

		(from Kaye Webb’s radio talk
				‘Learned from Life’, 1958)

		I think the chief reason for living is learning: perhaps
			‘discovering’ is a better word. We are born nothing. We arrive full of
			innocence and curiosity, and if we are lucky, we keep the curiosity. Wouldn’t it
			be dreadful to wake one morning and feel that there was nothing left you wanted to know
			about, or, even worse still, that you knew everything? I’m not talking about
			knowledge of course, but wisdom.

		And the idiotic thing is that even the wisest parents quite often try to
			kill this curiosity. It begins in tiny ways: because they want to spare their children
			pain, they start warning them off things – ‘Fire burns’; ‘Knives
			cut’; ‘Friends change’. Of course, we end by discovering these things
			for ourselves, just as later on we find out such truths as ‘Laugh and the world
			laughs with you; weep, and you weep alone’ – and all those other wise
			sayings we have come to call clichés.

		But just think if we listened to these warnings and didn’t find out
			some things for ourselves! We’d be unable to make real contact with our fellow-men
			because we would not have shared any experiences with them. We would not understand
			them. We would be shut away from life. Love and friendship both grow out of shared
			feelings.

		When our children come home with wounds, we sympathize because
			we’ve had them too, and can imagine their pain. When, later, they have
			disappointments or heartaches, we can offer them comfort. But supposing we had not
			suffered either ourselves because our parents had taught us to avoid
			them, we would not know what on earth they were talking about.

		And since, inevitably, I’ve got on to the subject of children,
			another thing I have learned from life is that the really worst service we can do them
			is to teach them to care what people think … to train them to behave in this or
			that way, not because it is fundamentally right, but because of outside opinion.

		And we are almost all guilty of this. We say that manners have to be
			better in front of strangers, faces have to be cleaner, and so on. How often have I
			heard myself saying, ‘I don’t know what Mrs Thingumajig must think of
			you!’ or ‘What sort of a home must they think you come from?’
			It’s the right thing for the wrong reason, and can end by our carrying around a
			terrible old man of the sea on our backs, governing all our actions for the benefit of
			anonymous outsiders instead of our own consciences. Incidentally, if you can learn from
			life that it does not really matter what people think as long as your own heart is
			serene, then you suddenly discover, as a sort of bonus, that you have also learned
			tolerance as well.

	
		Preface

		Kaye Webb sometimes said, looking back, that her professional
			life had worked out beautifully, with perfect timing; her private life had been the
			reverse. She blamed herself for her husband’s sudden departure, when their twins
			were fourteen. The pain of that emotional disaster never left her. Yet to the world at
			large she remained forever warm and vital, a life-enriching force. She erupted into the
			world of children’s books during those decades of the twentieth century
			(1960–80) when a literate, curious, imaginative young readership was avid for
			sustenance, guidance and instruction – from books. For three generations of
			children, the words ‘Editor: Kaye Webb’ on the title page guaranteed quality
			within.

		Through the Puffin Club, by inventing ways to make books exciting, Kaye
			Webb inspired generations of writers, illustrators, publishers, critics and
			book-lovers.

		‘Kaye had many abilities (including some she didn’t know she
			had),’ wrote the late Naomi Lewis, children’s author and anthologist.
			‘But what was outstanding and, indeed, unique in her, was a kind of flame, the
			power to rouse the hidden gift in anyone around her – sometimes to the point of
			genius. In the Puffin Club, all that was magic in her had full range. The whole thing
			was a feat of creation which no one else could have realized.’

	
		1: The Time Capsule

		First came the Penguin. Penguin Books was launched by Allen
			Lane in 1935 with the aim of making literature affordable by anybody with sixpence to
			spend. With their orange covers and distinctive modern design, Penguins were an
			immediate hit. When the war came, despite severe paper rationing which meant that books
			were pulped and re-pulped, and with half their staff away in the forces, Penguin
			published 600 titles. The pages were of thin, greyish, straw-based paper, stapled
			together because of the shortage of machinery and manpower in the printing industry. But
			Penguins were pocket-sized and portable, and became a national institution, essential to
			servicemen with hours to while away in camps, barracks and troopships, to volunteer
			fire-watchers, and to civilians huddled in air-raid shelters. The bombs of the Blitz
			destroyed millions of books in publishers’ offices – six million were lost
			one night in 1940 when Paternoster Row was struck – but the war encouraged the
			reading habit.

		Practical books sold best: titles like Keeping
				Poultry and Rabbits on Scraps. Aircraft
				Recognition by R. A. Saville-Sneath remained the all-time bestselling
			Penguin, until Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1960.

		Penguin’s founding genius, Allen Lane, had left school at sixteen
			and joined his uncle John’s publishing firm, the Bodley Head. He was still a
			bachelor at thirty-eight when his friend Noel Carrington (brother of the Bloomsbury
			artist Dora, and a father of three) dreamed up a series of low-priced books that would
			gratify a child’s need for information, with colour illustrations, which
			Carrington had pioneered. Lane displayed ‘a childlike enthusiasm’ for Carrington’s picture-books and distributed them as Puffin
			Picture Books in 1940. The four titles were War on Land,
				War at Sea, War in the Air
			and On the
			Farm – ideal for children being evacuated from cities
			to the countryside.

		As it happened, Lane had already discussed a children’s list with
			Eleanor Graham. She had written four children’s books, including The Children Who Lived in a Barn, had reinvented the
			children’s department at Bumpus Books, and reviewed for the Sunday Times. Lane and Eleanor both remembered, from their childhoods, W. T.
			Stead’s ‘Books for the Bairns’. Stead, the great Victorian crusading
			journalist, wanted to see every child provided with books that reflected Christian
			values, devotion to the monarchy and goodwill to all. The first Book for the Bairns was
				Aesop’s Fables, which was published in 1896 and
			was an instant success, selling 150,000 a month. It was followed by Brer Rabbit, Mother Goose, Grimm’s Fairy Tales and Great Events in British
				History. In his prefaces, Stead delivered homilies, such as ‘Try to
			love the boy or girl you dislike most and crush the nasty feeling of grudging envy, for
			LOVE is the Good Fairy of Life.’

		In 1940, during an air raid, Eleanor Graham took the Underground from her
			office at the Board of Trade to Hounslow West station. She was driven to Silverbeck,
			Allen Lane’s William IV mansion in Middlesex, two miles from the Penguin office at
			Harmondsworth, an area of decaying farms and market gardens. Having supplied librarians
			for years, Eleanor knew what children liked to read. Lane had decided on the name of
			‘Puffin’ for Penguin’s junior imprint. The penguin was a bird that had
			both dignity and gaiety; the puffin was short and round and comically top-heavy, like a
			child’s toy. Puffins, Lane agreed with Eleanor, should not just reprint
			traditional classics, but find the best new fiction, history and poetry. Noel Carrington
			had already bought the first fictional Puffin Picture Book, Orlando’s Evening Out, by Kathleen Hale, and Eleanor
			now set about acquiring full-length fiction for Puffins.

		‘Probably if it had not been for
				whooping-cough, John and Susan would never have seen the scarecrow who stood in the
				middle of Ten-acre field.’ So began the very first Puffin novel: Worzel Gummidge, by Barbara Euphan Todd, in 1941. Along with
			the tale of the talking scarecrow they published Cornish
				Adventure by Derek McCulloch (Uncle Mac of Children’s Hour on the wireless), The
				Cuckoo
			Clock by Mrs Molesworth (a Victorian tale of lonely little
			Griselda, sent to live with two old aunts), Garram the
			Hunter by Herbert Best (an African adventure story) and
				Smoky, ‘the story of a cow horse’ by a
			former cattle-rustler, Will James.

		These were not Eleanor’s first choices. But librarians and
			schoolteachers were snooty about paperbacks. Nor did hardback publishers thrill to the
			idea of cheap editions, on inferior paper, with an advert for Kiltie Shoes on the back.
			They were reluctant to sub-lease rights to their established titles, just as they had
			initially resisted Penguins. Jonathan Cape refused to release Arthur Ransome’s
				Swallows and Amazons, or Hugh Lofting’s Dr Dolittle.

		But by dedication, persistence and gentle persuasion, Eleanor built up a
			children’s paperback library. Two decades later there were 150 Puffin story books,
			including Ballet Shoes by Noel Streatfeild, The Incredible Adventures of
			Professor Branestawm by Norman Hunter, and The Family from One End Street by Eve Garnett. When Eleanor
			retired in 1961, her baton passed to a woman who blew into the children’s book
			scene like a tornado: the former journalist Kaye Webb.

		Under Kaye Webb’s eighteen-year regime, from 1961 to 1979, Puffin
			Books really did overturn children’s publishing in terms of sales, enthusiasm and
			influence. By the end of her time, other publishers had leapt on the bandwagon and
			started their own children’s paperback imprints. But the brand name of Puffin was
			the one several generations of children had come to depend on, and more
			than 200,000 of them had joined Kaye’s pioneering Puffin Club, which brought
			living authors out of their eyries to meet their readers, and arranged activities and
			holidays so that they associated books with fun and adventure.

		Since the early 1960s, television had become so much part of
			children’s lives that books were under threat of becoming a secondary distraction.
			Children born in the 1970s were the first generation whose parents had themselves grown
			up watching television. Infants were now introduced to the screen long before they
			learned to read print. Literacy itself seemed imperilled, and how to reach the
			non-reading child became a preoccupation of the 1970s. The moment had come, Kaye Webb
			decided, to celebrate the mind-expanding, eye-opening world contained in
			children’s books of the past century – while they still read them.
			Kaye’s fiction editor, Jane Nissen, remembered from her American childhood that
			the New York Natural History Museum had created a ‘Time Capsule’ in the
			1950s. Kaye seized the idea. She would gather the best Puffin books, and record messages
			from children’s authors, and from their devoted readers. These would be buried
			underground, to be dug up either fifty or 100 years hence: the heirs of the
			‘Puffin Guardians’ would decide which.

		Kaye and her team chose 176 of the ‘nicest’ children’s books to bury: a significant choice of
			adjective in 1978. Books for children had been published that Kaye did not think
			particularly nice. At her annual Puffin Exhibition, illustrator Quentin Blake once heard
			her ask a ten-year-old child what she thought of a new book. Kaye took it back with the
			words, ‘Yes, it’s bloody awful, isn’t it, darling.’ She
			preferred the canon of classic works she had published because she admired them, by
			authors she revered. She was not a sociologist who believed books must reflect current
			society; she was a showman, and the Time Capsule would be her showcase. Books by living
			authors were inscribed with a message inside, among them Nina Bawden’s Carrie’s War, Richard Adams’s Watership Down, Philippa Pearce’s Tom’s Midnight Garden, Noel Streatfeild’s Ballet Shoes, Roald Dahl’s Charlie
				and the Chocolate Factory and K. M. Briggs’s Hobberdy Dick. Other books, by dead authors, were included to give a
			complete picture of twentieth-century children’s literature: C. S. Lewis’s
				The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, Frances Hodgson
			Burnett’s The Secret Garden, etc. To these were added
			thousands of messages from members of the Puffin Club, collected at the Puffin
			Exhibition.

		How to preserve the books in the capsule? Microfilm, they were told,
			would not survive for a century. They consulted Professor Akers of Camberwell School of
			Arts and Crafts, who welcomed the project as an experiment in preservation. Printed
			pages were copied leaf by leaf, by Xerox on to Archive long-life text. The books were
			rebound to the original format, their covers re-attached with adhesive of polyvinyl
			acetate. The books were shrink-wrapped and packed tightly, to be buried in a brick-lined
			hole, covered with heavy-duty polythene under a layer of concrete ‘like a
			damp-proof course in a house’. As some remarked at the time, Penguin offices were
			full of books fifty years old, in a state of perfect preservation; but Kaye’s
			capsule would survive even an atomic bomb.

		The burial took place in the grounds of Penguin headquarters
			in Bath Road, Harmondsworth, Middlesex, on 5 August 1978, the occasion recorded at the
			Science Museum, the V&A, and the British Museum Library. It would be regarded in
			2078 as Buried Treasure, said the press release, ‘and may even be the means of
			reviving interest in a skill that, heaven forbid, could have fallen into
			disuse’.

		The day was sunny, and Kaye and her team wore pink tabards with the
			Puffin logo over their summer frocks. They were preserving, said Kaye, ‘a complete
			and unique record of what the best authors are writing for children nowadays. There
			… never has been such an inspiring and exciting time for
			children’s literature as the last twenty years. And perhaps it may never be as
			good again. For who knows what the future holds in store? If by any awful chance writers
			stopped writing, or stopped writing so well, and children stopped reading, or only read
			fearful comics or just looked at pictures … why then, when this is dug up we might
			just be the means to revive a lost art!’

		The astronomer Patrick Moore, a large man with a large personality,
			performed the burial under a cherry tree on a fake hill. (When people asked Kaye,
			‘Why him?’ her reply was, ‘Why not?’ He had presented the moon
			landing on television in 1969; he was a popular figure, eccentric, right-wing,
			cat-loving, who had been a self-taught authority on outer space at the age of eleven.)
			Moore drove up from Hampshire despite having just had a car accident. Kaye recalled that
			his words were ‘perfectly judged, instinctively apposite and right’ but few
			in the crowd could hear them, because at the precise moment when Moore lowered the box
			on a rope down the hole, there was a mighty roar and, as if on cue, Concorde soared
			overhead. ‘Here’s the future!’ cried Moore.

		‘It is a pity that none of us who helped put the capsule together
			will be around for the Great Exhumation in 2078,’ Kaye said in her speech.
			‘Still, it’s good to know it will happen, and to think it will make a
			serious contribution to the future. As the buried messages from the authors have
			suggested, not to have books to read would be worse than never having tasted chocolate
			or ice-cream. Let’s just hope that the children of the future appreciate that not
			all buried treasure is gold and precious jewels.’

		Penguin’s modernist offices were laid out on a campus with
			Japanese-style courtyards, fountains and Oriental trees. That day it looked like a
			garden fête, with bunting, stalls and games. You could do face-painting and draw
			round your friend on the ground, and play ‘Pot a Puffin’. The atmosphere was
			typical of Puffin events, with children flocking round their authors, among them Nina Bawden, Leon Garfield, Helen Nicoll, Joyce Lankester Brisley,
			Norman Hunter and Ursula Moray Williams; and at the centre, the magnetic figure of Kaye
			Webb.

		The twenty Puffin Guardians who attended received a certificate from
			Patrick Moore (‘towering above us like a colossus, and heartily shaking our
			hands’) and solemnly committed themselves to guarding the contents of the box,
			promising to appoint their children or grandchildren as heirs. Principal Guardian was
			Sir Allen Lane’s granddaughter Zoë Teale, aged ten (who was to publish her
			first novel in 1995). The youngest was ‘Chico’, the baby son of Alison
			Rosenberg, designer of Puffin exhibitions. There was also Nina Bawden’s
			nine-year-old granddaughter Jessica, and Puffineers Paul Godfrey (future playwright),
			Alison Cartledge, Philip Geddes and Vivien Moir, who had travelled with her grandmother
			from the west coast of Scotland.

		One of the Guardians’ promises was that whenever the Capsule is
			unsealed, it will be ‘in the presence of distinguished authorities in the world of
			Children’s Literature’. Among the messages in the books inside the exhumed
			capsule, they would find:

		Tom’s Midnight
					Garden by Philippa Pearce:

		Like the old woman in this story, I stretch out my hand to
			touch the children of the future: for a moment I touch you with these words of mine.

		I send you my love. Neighbourly love is what, now, we need
			much, much more of: I wish you may have it.

		I wish you happiness.

		Do you still read books? I hope so. I wish you that joy,
			among many others.

		Ballet Shoes
				by Noel Streatfeild:

		Imagine: this was written for you by an author old enough to
			remember Queen Victoria’s coffin drawn by a steam train.

		Warrior Scarlet by Rosemary Sutcliff:

		Dear children

		It seems odd to be writing this to you, who will not be born
			for another ninety years or so. Odd but nice.

		I wonder what your world is like, and I hope that by reading
			the books and letters and such like things that we in 1978 are sending to you, you will
			come to know a little more what our world is like, and the things in it that we think
			are worth sending on to you. My love to you all, Rosemary Sutcliff.

		Borka – the
					Adventures of a Goose with No Feathers

		by John Burningham:

		I hope the grass is still green and the birds are singing.

		You are probably blaming our generation for mucking up your
			world. Sorry. Try to make a better job of it than we did. Best wishes from the past.
			John Burningham.

		
			The Seas of
						Morning by Geoffrey Trease:

			Were we so quaint, in nineteen seventy-eight?

			We too had friends, and fun. We drank and ate.

			One thing we much enjoyed was called a book.

			You don’t know what that was? Here – have a
				look!

		

		The Adventures of
					Robin Hood by Roger Lancelyn Green:

		I pray that, were I able to be with you in 2078, I could say,
			with Shakespeare –

		‘Oh wonder!

		How many goodly creatures are there here!

		How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,

		That has such people in it!’

		Silly Verse for
					Kids by Spike Milligan:

		To tomorrow’s children –

		I think the world population (if there’s
			no war) will be massive.

		I did warn people when I was alive. I hope your world is
			tolerable.

		Live – Light – Peace

		Spike Milligan, July 1978.

		The Puffin Book of
					Magic Verse, edited by Charles Causley:

		
			Life is magic,

			Love is a spell;

			Guard both well.

		

		The Dolphin
					Crossing by Jill Paton Walsh:

		Whatever the most dangerous crossing in your time may be, I
			wish you may set out bravely, and safely return.

		Kaye herself wrote a message inside The
				Crack-a-Joke Book: ‘This was the 1,000th Puffin to be published while I
			was the Editor in charge. We wanted to create something very special which would make
			children laugh, but also help other children who were having a bad time.

		‘In the years before 1978 and in this year too, all sorts of
			dreadful disasters have happened in different parts of the world. People, and their
			children, have been made homeless and hungry, because of physical disasters, like
			floods, fires, earthquakes and stupid wars. So people from countries all round the world
			united to rush aid to them when things were desperate. One of the charities formed was
			called OXFAM, and we are specially proud because we sold so many copies of this book
			that we were able to give nearly £10,000 to them to pay for things like food and
			blankets.

		‘I wonder whether you will be doing the same sort of things in
			2078. Although it would be wonderful to think that a hundred years from now all such
			problems will have disappeared.

		‘I wonder, too, whether you will be laughing at the same sort of
			jokes. I wish I could be there to see you open this book and start
			telling them to each other, but whatever happens, this and all the other books in this
			special legacy we have left you have been chosen with our love and wishes for your
			happiness.’

		Today, thirty-two years on, the Time Capsule’s voice already
			belongs to another era, before the computer revolution. It is no longer entombed at
			Harmondsworth, as the old offices were razed to the ground in 2003. The Capsule was
			lifted and transported (unopened) in 2005 to the Centre for Children’s Books at
			Felling, near Newcastle upon Tyne, to be part of its treasury of children’s book
			archives.

		What would Victorian writers have written, in messages to future
			children? They might have conjured up a world in which change would mean improvement,
			progress, invention, better education, and alleviation of poverty and misery. The
			Queen’s Silver Jubilee Year of 1978, despite street-parties and jamborees across
			the land, was a more sceptical time. There was high inflation, high unemployment, a
			plethora of strikes, international unrest and a widespread sense of disillusion.

		The writers’ messages of 1978 mostly recognize this. They did not
			seem to cherish a hope that the future might really be an improvement on the present.
			But they managed to voice a wary confidence that children, at least, arriving in the
			world not knowing what terrible things can happen, would continue to possess an inborn
			capacity for love, friendship and goodness.

	
		2: What Kaye Did at School

		1914–30

		There is a noted link between bookishness and a sickly
			childhood. Kaye Webb was eight when she contracted rheumatic fever – commonplace
			among children in the early twentieth century, before antibiotics – and was
			confined to bed for many months. How else could a child in 1922 be entertained, except
			by reading? ‘My mother wheeled her bookcase into my bedroom – so I went
			straight into Thackeray, Scott and Dumas,’ Kaye would recall. She read few
			children’s books, except for What Katy Did, which she
			read ‘at least six times’. An ideal choice, since the heroine of Susan
			Coolidge’s character-forming story is confined to bed after falling out of a tree.
			She is (temporarily) a wheelchair-bound paraplegic. Crotchety and self-pitying at first,
			she becomes by degrees a model of patience and unselfish good humour, so noble and kind
			that people flock to visit her. Kaye – baptized Kathleen and sometimes known as
			Katy – could identify with her quick-witted namesake, whose creator wrote,
			‘There were always so many delightful schemes rioting in her brains, that all she
			wished for was ten pairs of hands to carry them out.’ Those words might have been
			written about the woman Kaye grew up to be.

		The Webb family had an old connection with the world of children. Today,
			toy theatres survive chiefly in Pollock’s Toy Museum; but a century ago, every
			middle-class child owned a toy theatre, with tin footlights and green calico curtains,
			opening up a world of make-believe, of brigands and bandits, pirates and soldiers
			– ‘an absorbing recreation, the delight of countless evenings by the fireside’. The theatre sets and one-shilling playscripts were
			published by either Pollock or Kaye’s great-great-grandfather, William George
			Webb. He was born in London in 1821, the artistic son of a City wool merchant. At
			fourteen, W. G. was apprenticed to a publisher of theatrical prints, and began
			sketching, engraving, colouring and publishing his own work, making Webb’s Toy
			Theatres a leading name in the business. He specialized in patriotic plays: The Battle of Waterloo, Union
			Jack, The Rifle Volunteers and Robin Hood. His pantomimes had ‘many tricks and changes of
			scene’, and ‘some wonderful spectacular effects’.

		Victorian artists and writers – Dickens, Frith, Millais, Chesterton
			– loved their toy theatres. The actress Ellen Terry had one, and so did Henry
			Irving. The impresario Charles B. Cochran and his friend Aubrey Beardsley, sharing a
			study at school, concocted their own dramas, Beardsley drawing the figures and sets.
			Robert Louis Stevenson, not yet a household name, wrote a magazine article, ‘A
			Penny Plain and Twopence Coloured’ (the Penny Plain sets were preferred, for the
			child to paint himself), illustrating it with Webb’s scenes and characters. But
			during his research, Stevenson fell out with W. G. Webb. Webb had made helpful notes,
			and asked for some remuneration. Stevenson rebuffed him; Webb tore up his notes;
			Stevenson stomped out of his shop and inserted, out of spite, a crushing reference to
			Webb in his text, before departing for the South Seas. A. E. Wilson told this story in
			his 1932 book of the same title, A Penny Plain and
			Twopence Coloured.

		‘I believe Webb knew many secrets of the trade now for ever
			lost,’ wrote Wilson.

		W. G. Webb lived to lament the fading popularity of the toy theatre:
			‘Our children in these days have neither the patience nor the time necessary to
			colour and ornament the sheets.’ In Kaye’s childhood Webb’s son Henry
			James Webb, her octogenarian great-grandfather, still kept the little
			shop at 124 Old Street, Finsbury, which remained ‘a wonder-house of quaint
			treasure’, with a display of toy stages, tinselled pictures and sheets of
			characters. H. J. Webb’s customers included Charlie Chaplin, Diaghilev, the
			theatre designer Gordon Craig, the Sitwells, and the actress Gladys Cooper. The young
			Winston Churchill, a ‘jolly and impulsive lad’, would burst into the shop
			and vault over the counter. Webb, a gold-mine of memories, traditions and history, sat
			in a corner, painstakingly colouring his prints; in earlier years he had employed twelve
			people to do this. He told Wilson he had personally witnessed Stevenson’s spat
			with his father.

		But by the time the next generation of Webbs left school, toy theatres
			were no longer ‘the national pastime of the British child’. Instead of
			joining the family printing business, H. J.’s son set up on his own. And his
			eldest son, Kaye’s father, became a journalist. Arthur Webb was, at seventeen,
			inquisitive about everything and everyone (something he passed on to his daughter) and
			passionate about politics. Reporting for the Football Star,
			he was first to telephone his reports direct from the grandstands. In due course Arthur
			encouraged his wife, Ann, and their three children to earn their living in Grub
			Street.

		‘Mothers are the most difficult members of a family to
			describe,’ Kaye wrote, ‘perhaps because their moods are often changing
			– sometimes patient and loving, sometimes irritable and cross about things which
			don’t seem important to their children, but usually turning up trumps on important
			occasions.’ Ann Stevens was just such a mother. ‘For almost half my life I
			rarely did anything without seeking and needing her approval,’ Kaye wrote,
			‘or in unconscious imitation of her.’

		Ann was red-haired, glamorous, generous, flirtatious, flamboyant,
			slightly scatty, witty and theatrical, with a penchant for stylish clothes with beaded
			embroidery. Her daughter would inherit many of these characteristics.
			As a girl, Kaye would ‘chalk up’ her success with young men, for Ann’s
			pleasure. Her mother, Kaye thought, would have been a courtesan in an earlier era. Her
			life-story ‘read like a romantic novelette’. Ann began with nothing, as the
			third illegitimate daughter of Kate Fahy, an attractive mill-girl of Irish stock who had
			caught the eye of the mill-owner. He bequeathed her two houses in Islington, where Kate
			took in lodgers. One of these apparently fathered Ann in 1885. Kate’s three
			children all bore her surname, Fahy, until she became housekeeper to George Stevens, a
			widowed Islington building contractor with six children, and married him. Thereafter her
			children took the name Stevens.

		It is unlikely that Ann Stevens had much schooling, but a little went a
			long way for children then: elementary pupils left school at thirteen, literate and
			grammatical, able to spell and punctuate properly. Ann, intelligent, lively and
			rebellious, was apprenticed to a dressmaker. According to family legend she was working
			in the City when she met a well-born Anglo-Irishman known as ‘Pasty’
			Fitzpatrick, and became pregnant by him. Fitzpatrick was sent off to Berlin with a
			family retainer as chaperone, but when her baby son was born in 1912 Ann received a
			letter from him saying he was willing to marry her. She jumped on a train with her baby
			– named Louis but later known as Bill – and followed him to Berlin, only to
			be waylaid at the station by the retainer, who said her lover regretted his promise and
			gave her £200 cash to go away. Whereupon the resourceful Ann sent telegrams to two
			other suitors, saying she was destitute with her baby. Both agreed to marry her (she
			claimed), but only the jovial Arthur Webb, by now twenty-four and a reporter on the
				Islington Gazette, turned up with a licence, salvaging
			her reputation.

		Who knew how true Ann’s story was? To her grandchildren,
			‘Nan’ was a mesmeric teller of tales. ‘It was always a treat, when
			Granny turned up.’ But that was the view of a grandson, and ‘Nan’ was
			always nicer to men.

		In January 1914, Ann and Arthur’s daughter
			Kathleen was born at 34 Flanders Road, Bedford Park, Chiswick. Large, smiling and
			healthy, she was greeted by her grandmother Stevens (after whom she was named) as
			‘Princess Sunshine’, and called ‘Kayki’ by her two-year-old
			half-brother Bill. During the Great War, Arthur joined the Inns of Court OTC near Fleet
			Street, and from 1917 was commissioned in the 4th Ox and Bucks Light Infantry, serving
			in Northumberland. Meanwhile Ann took her children to live in Landseer Avenue, Hove, in
			Sussex.

		The marriage of Arthur and Ann was not harmonious. At one point, Ann
			threatened to leave Arthur, taking Bill with her. Kaye overheard this, and not yet
			knowing that her brother was not their father’s son, divined that Bill was her
			mother’s favourite, as was indeed the case. ‘She never did go away; my poor
			wretched father went instead, to Ireland, to the Irish
			Times,’ Kaye wrote. During the 1920s, the years of the Troubles, Arthur was
			held up at gunpoint twice, by both sides. He stayed in Dublin until 1929, when he came
			home with a clock inscribed ‘To Arthur Webb as a token of esteem from his
			colleagues on Irish Times, 14 June 1929’.

		While Arthur was in Dublin, Ann and her three children – another
			baby, John, had been born in 1918 – lived in the north London suburbs, first in
			Mountview Road, Crouch End, then in Aberdeen Park, Highbury. Kaye attended a little dame
			school, and went briefly to Hornsey High School, where she won a prize, Oscar
			Wilde’s The Happy Prince, for recitation. Ann was, in
			Kaye’s view, an admirable mother, ‘marvellously loving and sweet’.
			‘With the skimpiest of education and no advantages, she became a film and theatre
			critic, and tried to include all that was new and interesting in her lifestyle. As
			children we had a long period of going barefoot, and sleeping on wooden boards, while
			she bobbed her hair and won difficult crossword competitions – a very new
			development in 1920. We also had dancing and elocution lessons far beyond my poor
			father’s means, and were taken to theatres and ballets (at ten, I
			saw Pavlova in Swan Lake) and had long holidays in
			Sheringham with our own beach hut.’

		Arthur Webb had that vital personality trait in the
			old-fashioned journalist: intense curiosity. Malcolm Muggeridge described him as
			‘a short, energetic, eager, immensely shrewd and kindly man, quick-witted and
			quite fearless’. In 1926 the Irish Times sent him on
			his first visit to America. ‘Went to the Winter Garden theatre and had seat in
			stalls so changed into dinner dress,’ Arthur wrote in his notebook. ‘Unlike
			Londoners, New Yorkers do not dress for the theatre! Would have enjoyed the show more if
			I had worn a lounge suit like most of my neighbours. Was told that only out-of-towners
			would think of dressing up to go to theatre.’ He watched astonished as the
			managing editor of the New York Times ordered whisky,
			champagne, wine and gin from his bootlegger, telling Arthur, ‘Prohibition is for
			the other feller.’

		In Washington DC, Arthur recorded: ‘Well, I have shaken hands with
			the president of the United States. I suppose I should be thrilled.’ At a press
			conference, Calvin Coolidge was asked his view of a new book on American history. His
			reply was: ‘Well, I think we should all read history to understand the
			present.’ ‘Three minutes later we were all in the street, as he had
			dismissed us with “I think that’s all, gentlemen.” Yet even his banal
			words had to be attributed to “a White House spokesman”.’ Washington,
			Arthur decided, was ‘a dull town with sleepy people. Everything closes down at
			lunchtime.’

		In 1926 Kaye was enrolled at the co-educational Ashburton School in
			Devon, where her brother Bill was already a pupil. Ashburton was an ancient country
			grammar school, its tower dating from 1304. Roll call and prayers were held in a lofty
			hall with elegant cornice mouldings and elaborate coats of arms. ‘Fides probata
			corona’ (Tried loyalty is the crown of excellence) was the school motto. Ashburton
			had all the pretensions of a minor public school: a hockey team report
			in the school magazine would end, ‘Play up, play up and play the game!’ and
			when Lord Fortescue came to present the prizes in 1926, he delivered a homily based on
			Lord Cromer’s advice: ‘Love your country; speak the truth; be
			punctual.’

		At twelve, Kaye travelled to Devon by train, arrived before term began
			and, when offered a choice of beds, chose the one by the window, which was already
			taken, causing mutiny in the dorm. She was ostracized by the girl boarders of Class
			IIIA, and was conscious of her ‘London accent’. In the first term she missed
			her first Latin lessons, having a bad attack of jaundice, and never caught up. But she
			did make friends: one Violet Chivers threw pasties up through the window of the sick
			bay. On Friday nights there were dances at the boys’ house, and there was much
			competition to be invited. Kaye was automatically asked, because Bill was there.

		Kaye’s own résumé of her ‘not very
			distinguished’ schooldays simply says: ‘bullied, miserable, had
			jaundice’. But she looked back with gratitude on ‘marvellous Mr
			Gibbs’, her dynamic young English master, ‘such a rare and wonderful teacher
			that he made the whole of the rest of the school acceptable’. Ben R. Gibbs, Welsh
			by birth, wrote textbooks such as History Through
			Literature, and Children in Dickens. Under his
			influence the drama and debating societies and school magazine flourished. He organized
			an Eisteddfod, at which pupils sang, read and put on plays, which ‘gave the term a
			bit of impetus’.

		There is almost an element of parody in Kaye’s school
			reminiscences, with herself cast as the Madcap of the Fourth. She was sent to the
			headmaster, Mr Naylor, for scattering sneezing powder, and never forgot the church
			parade when the headmaster’s unpopular wife, Ma Naylor, led the procession with
			her dress tucked into her pink woolly knickers. The schoolmates’ names she always
			remembered included the twins Pixie and Piers Pidgeon, Spenwyn Daw,
			Harold Palk, Hubert Nosworthy, Clifton Huddy, and a boy named Billy Ross, who was later
			hanged for shooting dead his fiancée and her mother. ‘A very nice boy, and a
			good artist,’ wrote Kaye, to an old school friend. ‘I think he must have
			been unbalanced at the time.’

		Kaye soon began speaking in debates. She supported or proposed
			‘That there is too much attention paid to sport at the present day’,
			‘That the world gains more from the ordinary man than from the man of
			genius’ and carried the motion ‘That the thinker is of more value to mankind
			than the man of action’ by twenty-seven to twelve. In the mock election of 1928,
			fourteen-year-old Kaye stood as the Liberal candidate. ‘Having held up her hand
			for silence in a most ecclesiastical way she delivered her address,’ reported the
			school magazine, ‘and hastily left the platform before heckling started.’
			She won narrowly, with twenty-five votes against twenty-three for the Labour candidate
			(glamorous Susannah Suter from Monte Carlo, ‘the star of our house, talented and
			funny and sang well’), while the Tory, Harold Palk, trailed with nineteen.

		When Mr Gibbs showed the class how to write a sonnet, and asked for first
			lines, Kaye ‘offered six lines, to everyone else’s intense irritation
			– I must have been odious’. Mr Gibbs told Kaye she was a natural writer, and
			published her essay on ‘The Romance of Waterfalls’. ‘How great and
			magnificent is a waterfall as it crashes down the rocks bearing with it all that can be
			captured from its pathway … It fills one with admiration at its never-ending
			energy, its glittering pureness, its happy conception of its daily task.’ In her
			fancy it was a fairies’ bathing pool, a nymph rising from its depths –
			‘but no, it is just the sun shining … just the fall of the water as it
			chatters away when it joins the running brook’.

		The Ashburton Book of Verse, published in
			1928, prompted approving letters (no doubt solicited) from the writer John Buchan, the
			Devon novelist Eden Phillpotts, and Walter de la Mare, who wrote to Mr
			Gibbs: ‘There is a poem I particularly liked, by someone called Kaye Webb. I think
			she really is going to be a poet.’ This was her poem:

		
			I found a friend in solitude today

			Before the frisky fawns commenced to play,

			’Ere the blackbird’s whistling call,

			Dew at my feet.

			We peeped into a nest where thrushes bide,

			We plucked a bud, and pressing by my side

			In a voice of happy ecstasy, she cried

			‘Is this not sweet?’

			Then through the hushed air of the morning

			We heard the owl’s shrill cry of warning,

			In rapture was a fresh day dawning,

			The night was dead.

			The leafy treetops rustled and a bird began to sing,

			The cockerel in his pleasure told the world that he was
				king,

			From the old church on the hillock came the bells’
				sweet piercing ring,

			Solitude fled.

		

		De la Mare’s approval made him Kaye’s hero.
			‘I kept his picture in the lid of my desk and used to gloat over it.’ He
			looked ‘rather like a benevolent Roman emperor’, J. B. Priestley once said,
			and she agreed.

		After 1930, when Kaye left, the school reverted to being a minor
			boys’ public school. Mr Gibbs, promoted to Second Master but out of sympathy with
			the new ethos, died in 1934 aged only thirty-seven. He might have made a great
			headmaster, said the school magazine’s obituary. ‘No boy or
			girl could come under his influence without being the better for it, and that, perhaps,
			is the greatest tribute that can be paid to a schoolmaster.’ Long afterwards, in
			1992, Kaye wrote to Myfanwy Knight, Mr Gibbs’s daughter, about ‘your dear
			father’ and her private lessons with him. ‘We read all the way through Memoirs of a Midget, and he transferred to me his love for
			Walter de la Mare, and years later when I was doing some broadcasting for the BBC Woman’s Hour, I got to know [de la Mare] very well, and
			he gave me all his books, and spoke with affection of your father …

		‘I would like you to know that he was the one good thing about the
			Grammar School – he taught both my brother and me to really care for poetry, and
			he taught me a lot about my writing. He could be quite fierce with a classful, but he
			was always nice to me.’

		Mr Gibbs had said Kaye should aim for Oxford. It rankled, much later,
			that she had not done this, not had a ‘proper’ education. She always felt
			inadequate and ill-read, compared with graduate employees.

		Because Kaye fancied being an actress, and was good at reciting, her
			mother contacted her friend Lilian Baylis at the Old Vic, who offered to take Kaye on as
			a trainee. But Mr Gibbs told Kaye she should aim to write her own plays, and act in them
			later, so she turned down the chance. But ‘from the age of 13, the stories and
			plays I planned to write remained unwritten because her
			life [i.e. Ann’s] and its incidents so absorbed me’. Later, she did do some
			amateur acting, with Alec Clunes at the Tavistock Theatre in Southampton Row, ‘and
			I was quite good, but they’d always give me comic parts’. Besides, she said
			in 1979, ‘I’ve always been fat’ (not so, in fact) ‘and my mother
			told me if I was an actress I’d have had to stay on a diet all my life.’ In
			a later era Kaye would have sailed into university. Instead, she came home from
			Ashburton to find her parents together again. Her father was night editor of the newly
			revived left-wing Daily Herald, for which
			he designed the original layouts. ‘But it was an unhappy time,’ Kaye wrote,
			‘as there were so many rows, and I prayed one or other of them would break it
			up.’

		In 1930, she was taken by her father to be
			‘finished’ in Belgium, deposited with M. Raymond Burnier and his wife at 24
			Place Ste Anne, Bruges. ‘It was,’ wrote Kaye, ‘an excruciatingly
			boring time.’ At sixteen she was the epitome of girlish charm, with a mischievous
			come-hither look in her grey-blue eyes. The loving letters from Ann to ‘My own
			darling baby’ and ‘My darling babe’ were punctuated with what was then
			new-fangled advice about resisting chocolates and pastry in favour of fruits and salads.
			‘Take care of your diet – don’t overdo the “eats”,’
			Ann would write. ‘Remember that “what you eat, you are”. If you eat
			salads, fruits, drink water and lemonade etc, you’ll feel fresh and energetic
			– while if you eat sweets – pastries – drink sweet drinks etc
			you’ll get fat and feel lazy – ’nough said.’ There was also more
			general advice. ‘I want you to have a very happy as well as a profitable time. I
			want your outlook to broaden and your mind to be cultivated in the best way of all
			– by observation and good reading.’ She wasn’t to let learning French
			or anything else worry her. ‘Don’t get all hot and bothered if you are
			headachy. Just tell me and I’ll write Madame.’ Kaye was soon writing to her
			mother in shorthand and keeping her supplied with ‘just the sort of letter I like
			receiving from my kids – bright and happy and full of information’. Ann was
			cheered and sent a ten-shilling note when she heard Kaye was playing tennis, swimming
			and cycling: ‘Think how slim you will be!’ But Kaye must not forget her
			‘Williams’ Pills for Pale Girls’ when having her period, and to
			‘tell Madame you have to keep quiet for a day or so’. Ann’s earnest
			hope was that Kaye should meet an eligible young man. Having met such a chap in London,
			Ann wrote: ‘This is the type of young man I like you to know, my dear.’

		Like many daughters, Kaye became her mother’s
			confidante. Ann reported that her little brother John ‘is going to be a
			considerable worry to me I’m afraid … his report last term was shocking
			– shocking – I really don’t know what to do to buck him up.’
			Also, she’d heard that Bill, who had gone to Paris on leaving school, to be a
			photographer’s assistant at Pacific & Atlantic Photos in the rue Lamartine,
			still couldn’t speak any French. He was in Paris ‘for the express purpose of
			learning the b … y language’. Should she summon him home? ‘He can
			learn the news-business in London, and it won’t cost so much.’ One day while
			in Paris, Bill went to Longchamps racecourse in the Bois de Boulogne and won a wad of
			francs; from then on he was hooked on the horses. One weekend he left Paris, arrived at
			his mother’s house without warning, explaining that he had won a bit on the Derby,
			and whisked her off to see a show called Petticoat
			Influence. ‘Wasn’t that a wonderful surprise?’ wrote the doting
			Ann.

		As for Kaye’s father, he was finding his Herald job ‘rather trying’. So was Ann, since Arthur was under
			her feet all day. ‘I get a good bit of Dad these days. He doesn’t go in the
			office until 6 o’clock and hangs around all the afternoon – I do wish he
			would play golf or do something – it is getting on my nerves.’ Other family
			members were also irksome. Ann’s elder sister Mabs and her daughter Kitty were
			constantly bickering, and Ann, who had some inherited money, sent them to live on the
			Continent. ‘I’d rather pay than have them with me.’

		Ann was always busy – with bridge, theatre-going and film reviewing
			(‘I have to get my Racy Reviews off today’) – and always opinionated.
			When Princess Margaret was born, she commented scathingly, ‘What do you think of
			the little Duchess? Keeping all the world waiting for three weeks on the tiptoe of
			expectation of an heir to the throne – and then producing another daughter!’
			To Ann, only boys mattered.

		She did try to boost Kaye’s social confidence, even if it conflicted with her warnings about starch in the diet, which only
			exacerbated Kaye’s anxiety about her figure. ‘Now my dear –
			don’t start worrying about being fat and comparing yourself with Peggy Endicott
			because she happens to be slim. You are different types entirely. If you try to emulate
			her you’ll lose your particular charm – which believe me is just as potent
			as Peggy’s – if not more so.’ Slender herself, Ann assured her
			daughter that she was ‘a sweet kid, and bonny too’. She sent her a beach
			hat, silk suits, a tennis dress (‘I will mark it “worn and soiled” so
			you won’t have to pay any duty’) and material for making beach pyjamas:
			‘You have to make the legs very wide and a loose little bodice with
			braces’.

		In July she was advising Kaye to be discreet when flirting with someone
			named Fred, ‘not to offend Madame’. Another young man named Peter had
			already claimed her daughter’s affections, which Ann encouraged. ‘Peter
			sounds an absolute darling – isn’t it delicious being “in love”.
			Tell him to phone me – Hampstead 5635 – if ever he is in London and
			I’ll be delighted to see him.’ In striped blazer and white flannels, Peter
			survives as a small black-and-white snapshot signed ‘With dearest love to Kaye
			– Peter’ in April 1930.

		In September, Ann told Kaye that Dad was keen for his daughter to enter a
			contest in the News Chronicle. She must write an essay on Mr
			Churchill’s articles in the Daily News.*
			‘I think you might stand a chance,’ Ann wrote. ‘It might tell
			in your favour your being only 16.’ She was sure Peter would be thrilled if Kaye
			landed a job on the paper: ‘I’m sure, from the way you describe his type,
			that he wants more in a girl than mere good looks.’ Ann would ‘try and think
			of an arresting way of beginning it. Something that will strike the examiners as being
			original.’ So what, if rules stipulated that parents guarantee
			the essay to be ‘the unaided work of the entrant’? ‘I can do that as I
			shan’t materially alter anything you write. Anyhow, I couldn’t improve on
			your work – you are much better than I am nowadays.’ Nothing came of this
			plan, however, as Kaye was too young to enter. In the meantime Ann urged Kaye to emulate
			herself, rather than Arthur.

		‘Both you and I, darling, love to be liked. We would do quite a bit
			to create good impressions … but we both have a fundamental honesty …
			Don’t, my dear, like your father, just make a contradictory statement, in a
			boorish manner, so that you become intensely disliked.’

		Ann had mapped out Kaye’s life on her return. ‘I think you
			should have a couple of weeks shorthand every day – then try for a job somewhere
			and join a literary society for one evening, music for another, dancing for another,
			pictures with your Mummy for another and bridge or something that turns up for the other
			two. I should like you to take a course in cutting out – so that you can make your
			own gowns with a touch of distinction. I feel sure that you and I are going to have a
			happy life together dear if only we are left in something like peace.’

		Towards the end of Kaye’s time in Bruges, Ann sent word that Arthur
			wanted a few days in Paris with his daughter. ‘I wish he had not asked but he has
			been alone all his hols and seems to think nobody loves him etc. You know what he
			is!’ Kaye demurred, and Ann’s next letter insisted that Kaye ditch a date
			with Peter and go to Paris instead. ‘Dad makes few requests of you and after all
			he does everything for you.’ On the journey through
			France, she warned: ‘I trust you will be a cautious girl and not speak to a soul
			or allow anyone to stand you a drink or café etc as you never know – that is
			the way girls are lost for ever.’
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