

[image: image1]



[image: images]

THE BIOGRAPHY


[image: images]

THE BIOGRAPHY

BARBARA STONEY

[image: images]


To my husband and family

Cover Illustration: Enid Blyton in 1923.

First published in 1974

This edition first published 2006

The History Press

The Mill, Brimscombe Port

stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG

www.thehistorypress.co.uk

This ebook edition first published in 2011

All rights reserved

© Gillian Baverstock 2006, 2011

The right of Barbara Stoney, to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

EPUB ISBN 978 0 7524 6957 7

MOBI ISBN 978 0 7524 6958 4

Original typesetting by The History Press


CONTENTS

FOREWORD

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

THE ‘PHENOMENON’ LIVES ON INTO THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1

APPENDIX 2

APPENDIX 3

APPENDIX 4

APPENDIX 5

APPENDIX 6

APPENDIX 7

APPENDIX 8

APPENDIX 9

APPENDIX 10

AFTERWORD


FOREWORD

Some years ago, in the course of an evening’s conversation, my Mother expressed the hope that I would write her biography if it ever came to be written in the future. I would have liked to carry out this wish of hers and, indeed, gave much thought to doing so in the months immediately after her death. At that time we had recently moved to Yorkshire and my family of four children were all still young. It was difficult enough to get down to London once a month with my husband, to see friends, never mind to find the time to carry out lengthy interviews all over the South of England with people connected with my Mother’s life. I decided that a biography would have to wait for a few years until I had more time on my hands and was freer to travel away from home. In the following year, one of my Mother’s closest friends became very ill and died a few months later. Some of those acquainted with my Mother’s youth were now very elderly, some a little younger than she had been when she died; I realised that the documentation of her early years could no longer be delayed.

Very soon after my Mother’s death, a number of people wrote to me asking for permission to write her biography. Most were genuinely interested, but they seemed to me to be unsuitable for the task, either because they were young and unmarried, or because they were male, and I thought that to fully understand my Mother’s life, a mature woman with experience of marriage and children was essential.

About this time, Barbara Stoney wrote to me. She had been working on the life of a master thatcher, who had roofed my Mother’s home ‘Old Thatch’. He had taken her to see the house at Bourne End, and living there still were the people who had bought it from my parents. Mrs Stoney was particularly interested in talking to them because it had been suggested to her by a publisher that she might contribute to a biographical series for children and she had considered Enid Blyton as a possible subject. The series was temporarily shelved but she had become so intensely interested in my Mother’s life she had continued to search out material, reading everything that had been written about her and talking to everyone she could find who had known or worked for Enid Blyton.

I agreed to meet Mrs Stoney and discuss the subject of the biography with her. To my surprise, she had more information on those days at Old Thatch than I had, even though I had lived there as a child. She seemed to have an instinctive understanding of the sort of person my Mother was and to be particularly interested in the way her environment had formed her character and affected her life. Very quickly I agreed that she should write my Mother’s biography and that I would let her have all the papers and diaries that existed. Unfortunately, much of importance had been destroyed before my Mother’s death, and of the many diaries she had kept throughout her life, only the early ones were left. This meant that she left behind her very little personal evidence as to her thoughts and feelings from that time onwards.

We agreed that the book would be the story of the life of Enid Blyton: it would not be a book of literary criticism nor would it be a deep and learned psychological study of why she wrote as she did. We were concerned that the book should reveal as far as possible the human being with all her faults and virtues who was known to so many as Enid Blyton. It was not an easy task. Vital witnesses to her early years were either untraceable or dead. My Father, her first husband, died just after Mrs Stoney had discovered where he was then living. As must often happen in biographies, one person’s memories completely contradicted another’s, and trying to ascertain the true facts must have been extremely difficult. I know from my conversations with the author that there were many such incidents during the three years in which she worked on this book.

One of her publishers, Paul Hodder Williams, with whom my Mother had worked closely for many years and who knew her well, confessed that he had been surprised to discover details of her early life that he didn’t know about at all. I was too, despite the fact that I was very close to my Mother, and talked with her freely from early childhood. But she is an important writer for children all over the world. And it is best that the very private drive and the very personal talent that made her so should be known and understood. It is best too that this should be done by someone as honest and as detached as Barbara Stoney.

Gillian Baverstock
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It is sad to watch the demolition of a house, the tearing away at walls which once enclosed the joys, sorrows and triumphs of its former occupants. When this has also been a home known to millions and around which many dreams were spun, such a scene takes on an added poignancy.

So it was on a warm, sunny day in the late summer of 1973, when the last of Green Hedges at Beaconsfield came tumbling down. Here, for thirty eventful years, lived Enid Blyton – the most prolific, successful, yet controversial children’s writer of all time. It was to this house that hundreds of her readers from all over the world continued to address their letters long after she died in 1968, and from which many thousands once received her distinctive, hand-written replies. Under its roof most of the characters from her books were created and many of the dramas of her own private life enacted – a life which began some thirty miles away, in 1897, at East Dulwich in South London.

Enid Blyton’s early forebears are believed to have come over to England at the time of the Norman Conquest and to have settled in Lincolnshire, where the name appears under various spellings in many of the early chronicles for that county. There is a village called Blyton in the Lincolnshire Wolds and a chantry was founded in Lincoln Cathedral in 1327, apparently bequeathed by a de Bliton who was the mayor of the city four years earlier. For several centuries the family were concerned with farming or the wool and cloth trade – but George Blyton, Enid’s great-grandfather, was a cordwainer.

George Blyton was thought by his relations to be something of an eccentric. He spent much of his spare time tramping through his home county of Lincolnshire preaching to all who cared to listen and it was said that it had always been his ambition to go to the Fiji Isles to ‘convert the heathen’. Instead, he stayed at home in Swinderby making fine boots and shoes and raising a large family. With such aspirations, however, it is not surprising that he gave his elder son, Thomas, the second name of Carey, after one of the founders of the Baptist Missionary Society. Thomas Carey, Enid’s grandfather, eventually left Swinderby to become a linen draper in Sheffield, but there is no record to show how he came to meet and marry his Irish-born wife, Mary Ann Hanly, in Camberwell in 1864.

Family rumour has it that Mary Ann was descended from the Dukes of Hamilton and was born at the house of her grandfather – a Doctor Hamilton of County Tyrone – but little is known of her background prior to her marriage. By all accounts she was a surprisingly well-educated woman and made a great impression on all who met her, including the young Enid on the few occasions she visited her grandmother at Swinderby.

Enid’s father, Thomas Carey junior, was born in 1870 and was the fourth of Mary Ann’s seven children. One of his sisters became a professional musician, another an elocutionist and a creative, artistic thread seemed to run throughout the family. Thomas himself had many talents and an engaging personality. There was nothing particularly striking about his appearance. He was short in stature, had a large nose and a sallow complexion but his eyes – dark brown and arresting – gave a hint of his restless personality. At the time of his marriage in 1896 to Theresa Mary Harrison, a pretty, raven-haired girl from his home town of Sheffield, he was a salesman with a cutlery firm, but his interests outside his work were many and varied. Even in those days his thirst for knowledge led him into studying astronomy, teaching himself French, German and shorthand and learning to play both the piano and banjo. He painted in water colours, was no mean photographer, sang with a fine baritone voice, wrote poetry – and read voraciously. Books were his great love and he acquired new ones whenever he could. During his courting days he would each week allot one sixpence towards a box of chocolates for his future wife and another to buy one of a series of ‘sixpenny classics’ then being published by Cassells. In this way he was able to accumulate almost the complete set and these books, along with many hundreds of others on a wide variety of subjects, were to delight the young Enid in later years.

Soon after his marriage Thomas moved from Sheffield to represent his company in London and it was on 11 August 1897 at 354 Lordship Lane, a small, two-bedroom apartment above a shop in East Dulwich, that his first child, Enid Mary, was born. A few months before the birth, his job with the cutlery manufacturer had come to an end and at the suggestion of an uncle he joined his two older brothers in the family ‘mantle warehousing’ business of Fisher and Nephews, which was also based in London. This proved a happy change for Thomas and from then on his fortunes improved – as did the houses rented by him for his growing family.

His first move, when Enid was only a few months old, was into the neighbouring suburb of Beckenham in Kent where, in 1899, at a semidetached villa in Chaffinch Road, Theresa gave birth to a son, Hanly. Three years later, at a slightly larger house in nearby Clockhouse Road, a second boy – Carey – arrived.

There had been little more than a back-yard at Chaffinch Road, so the garden at the new home was a delight for the two older children. Here they could play contentedly for hours, providing they kept off Thomas’s well-kept borders. Hanly’s memory of that first garden at Clockhouse Road was of a front privet hedge behind iron railings, with irises and lots of snails. But his sister was to remember far more, especially of the small patch allotted to her by her father in which she invested most of her pocket money. Many years later she described this garden as being square in shape, running from the path to the wall. In it she planted Virginia stock, candytuft, mignonette, clarkia, poppies and ‘many hardy nasturtiums that climbed high over the wall, thick with orange flowers.’ Her father understood her excitement when the first green shoots appeared from the carefully bought seeds for he, too, loved his garden and working there together was only one of the many interests they shared.

Thomas delighted in his young daughter, so like himself both in appearance and temperament. She had the same dark hair, alert brown eyes and sensitive, highly-strung nature, intent upon seeking out all life had to offer. Almost from the beginning he felt a special bond had been welded between them, and he was often to tell her of the occasion on which he was convinced he had saved her life. She was barely three months old at the time and dangerously ill with whooping cough. The doctor, when called on that cold November evening, had looked grave. Shaking his head sadly, he had told Thomas and Theresa that he doubted if their baby girl would survive until the morning, but Thomas refused to accept the doctor’s opinion. He took the sick infant from his wife’s arms and all through that long winter night sat cradling her to him, keeping out the cold and willing her to stay alive. In the early hours when the crisis had passed and he had finally been persuaded to go to bed he had lain awake for some time, exhilarated by the thought that he had undoubtedly saved his daughter’s life.

Enid loved hearing this story and would ask him to repeat it to her many times. She enjoyed listening to all her father’s tales – whether of his own boyhood in Sheffield, of the leprechauns, fairies and ‘little people’ once told him by his Irish mother, or those based on history or the classics. Many of these he would relate to her on the long walks they took together through fields and woodland when Thomas, also a keen, self-taught naturalist, would enthusiastically air his knowledge of the countryside to his eager companion.

‘He knew more about flowers, birds and wild animals than anyone I had ever met and was always willing to share his knowledge with me,’ Enid wrote years later, adding wistfully, ‘These were the happiest times, when looking back it seems the days were always warm and sunny and the skies deeply blue.’

Often her father would quote extracts of poetry as they walked and sometimes they would make up little rhymes of their own, laughing over the nonsense of these when they finally returned for tea at the well-kept house in Clockhouse Road. Afterwards Thomas would take out his banjo and sing popular songs or nursery rhymes to amuse his family and then, when the children were in bed, he would seat himself at his much cherished piano and play long into the night. For most of her life, Enid could never listen to certain sonatas by Beethoven or works by Chopin, Liszt, Mozart and Rachmaninoff without recalling the days of her childhood, when she would lie in bed, almost asleep, listening to her father playing hour after hour downstairs.

He gave Enid her first piano lesson when she was six years old and, as with everything else, she was quick to learn. He nevertheless insisted that she practise daily, and this she did religiously. She and Hanly had by then started school – a small nursery class run by two spinster sisters at a house called ‘Tresco’, on the corner of Clockhouse and Cedar Roads, almost opposite the Blyton home. The Misses Read found Enid a bright and alert pupil, who appeared to enjoy every minute of her schooling. Although she found even the simplest of sums difficult, she wrote, read and sang well and, due no doubt to Thomas’s influence, was one of the best pupils at art and nature study.

From the moment she learned to read, it was rare to see her without a book and her father’s bookcase in the small sitting room was her treasure trove. She read all Arthur Mee’s encyclopaedias, memorising some of the more curious facts she found there. She always enjoyed books by this writer and his influence on her thought as she became older is apparent from the many pencilled observations and underlinings, made in her teens, throughout a copy of his Letters to Girls. Her reading tastes in those early years were fairly general. She loved mythology and fantasy, but not of the horrific kind – Grimms’ Fairy Tales she found particularly cruel and frightening. The Princess and the Goblin by George Macdonald was her favourite book for a long while and she relished the humour of Alice in Wonderland and the excitement of The Coral Island. Although she found it sad, she also enjoyed Black Beauty and Little Women she read many times over because she felt it was about ‘real children’ whom she could understand. It was not long before she was reading many of her father’s adult books and he was quite annoyed one day to find her engrossed in a volume he felt to be far too advanced for a ten-year-old child. Later, however, when he realised that his young daughter’s interest in literature was as keen as his own, she was allowed to choose freely from his shelves.

Her visual memory, like her father’s, was exceptional. At the age of nine, she could scan a page once, shut her eyes and then repeat the whole of it almost word for word. Years later she was able to describe ‘Tresco’ and remember clearly ‘the room, the garden, the pictures on the wall, the little chairs, the dog there, and the lovely smells that used to creep out from the kitchen into our classroom when we sat doing dictation.’

In 1907 Enid became a pupil at St Christopher’s School for Girls in Beckenham and around this time the family moved yet again to a larger house a few doors away in Clockhouse Road. It was at this new home that she was to experience some of the unhappiest days of her life.

Tension had been growing between Thomas and his wife, Theresa, for some years. The dark good looks which had first attracted him to her were not now of themselves sufficient for this mercurial man. Apart from the children, they had little in common, for Theresa had never shared her husband’s interests – indeed most of them she barely tolerated. The family, house and kitchen had always constituted her entire world. Tall and upright in bearing, she ruled her children with a rigidity not easy for the strong-willed Enid to accept, whereas Hanly, always of a gentler nature, and her ‘baby Carey’ she found easier to understand. To her mind, Thomas spoilt Enid and she had little time for their music, poetry, painting and ‘other nonsense’. She felt that, as her only daughter, the girl should help about the house and spend more time learning to cook and sew, instead of ‘sitting around reading books’ or going off with her father on some excursion or other. Apart from training the young Enid for what she considered to be the only proper future for a girl – marriage, home and children – Theresa felt that her daughter should give more help with the domestic tasks. Very house-proud, she coped with all the cooking and most of the chores not dealt with by the young general maid, and as she had no time nor need for any other activity, it exasperated her that Enid had no similar inclinations. Thomas aggravated the situation by supporting his daughter’s resistance to Theresa’s disciplining and this, in turn, only added to the already growing discontent of their life together.

As time went on the wranglings between them became more frequent, for a new aspect had now crept into the relationship. Enid and Hanly, tiptoeing one night out of their bedrooms to listen at the top of the stairs, wide-eyed and frightened, to the heated argument taking place below, heard mention for the first time of another woman’s name. Enid could not bring herself to believe what she had heard: that her mother and father could behave to each other in this way was bad enough, but that her beloved father could ever consider bestowing his love on anyone outside the family – let alone another woman – was something she found impossible to accept. When she and Hanly eventually returned to their beds that night, she tried to put the thought from her and to take comfort from the little stories that she had for some time been able to conjure up out of what she called her ‘mind’s eye’.

These semi-conscious ‘thoughts’ would come to her most evenings just before she fell asleep. They were made up of many things, gleaned from stories she had read or heard and often concerned people she had met or places she had seen, but always they sorted themselves into definite patterns which had beginnings, middles and ends. These fantasies increasingly became her escape from the harsh reality of the violent scenes enacted downstairs, for in the happy, carefree stories she wove, there was no room for the angry voices or the slam of the front door which invariably seemed to terminate the quarrels.

Inevitably there came a time, not long before her thirteenth birthday when, after another of the all too familiar clashes, Thomas left the house and did not return and Theresa was forced to tell the children that their father had gone away. He had also left Uncle Fisher’s firm and was branching out on his own, starting a new life altogether.

Although this marked the end of the troubled atmosphere within the household, the shock to the highly-strung girl of what she felt to be her father’s rejection of her for someone else was incalculable. With her chief ally and confidant no longer there under the same roof to encourage her with her music, painting and first exploratory efforts at writing down the stories and verses which came to her so easily, life seemed suddenly empty. Hanly was a good companion when it came to swimming together in the local baths or taking occasional cycle rides, but beyond these more sporting activities they had little in common and she considered Carey, closer to her in temperament, too young to understand her needs. If she could have shed a few tears it might have helped her to face up to and eventually accept the situation but she could not bring herself to tell anyone of her real thoughts and feelings. Perhaps if Theresa had not been so preoccupied with her own troubles and had possessed some true understanding of her eldest child, Enid’s future might have been very different. As it was, she was the one who unwittingly made it easier for her daughter to resort to the only means she knew of counteracting the hurt – ignore its very existence.

‘Keeping up appearances’ was a very real factor in 1910 suburban Beckenham, or so Theresa thought. She had seen the treatment meted out to a divorced woman living in the same road and upon whom ‘nobody, of course, would think of calling’ and had no intention of letting this happen to her. Divorce, she decided, was out of the question for the Blytons and no one in Clockhouse Road must be aware of the true situation. The children were instructed to tell everyone that their father was ‘away on a visit’ and in this subterfuge Enid was a more than willing participant.

The neighbours were given little time to speculate, for Thomas had agreed to Theresa and the family moving once again – this time to a large, detached, three-storey Victorian house with a pleasant garden in tree-lined Elm Road, then considered to be one of the ‘better’ residential areas of Beckenham. Here the residents appeared to be more concerned with their own affairs than were their counterparts in the slightly more confined semi-detached houses of Clockhouse Road and Theresa, her children and Annie, the young general maid, prepared to settle down to their new life.

From the beginning, Enid knew the room she wanted. It overlooked the garden on the first floor and was large enough to take her desk, books and other treasures. Spiritually isolated from the rest of her family, as she now felt herself to be, this room was to become the only place where she could be alone to continue the creative activities her father had tried to foster. As time went by, she fixed a knocker on the door, turned the key on the inside and within this snug cocoon lived for a time in the happier world she created for herself, in the poems and stories she now found so easy to write and which she hoped would one day be published.

Thomas meanwhile had established himself in an office in the City of London and had set up what proved to be a successful wholesale clothing business of his own. From here he arranged for money to be sent regularly to support his family and also made it his business to see that his children’s education continued in the way he wished, by paying the fees for Enid and Carey at the private schools they were attending and arranging for Hanly to be sent away to boarding school at the age of thirteen. Theresa was also made to agree that she would ensure Enid kept up her hour of piano practice each day, for Thomas was convinced that his daughter was destined for a musical career as notable as that of his sister May –if not more so.

Away from home, Enid put up a front quite remarkable for a girl of her age. No one, not even her best friend at school – Mary Attenborough – ever guessed that her father lived away from the family. After a while the deception was easier to keep up for Thomas started visiting from time to time, usually to take Enid on outings to the theatre or to the country. She would look forward to these but, although the scar was beginning to heal, the fact that he was now living with someone else created a small barrier between them which prevented a complete renewal of the rapport they once had. The expensive presents he brought her were no compensation, she felt, for what she had lost.

Some forty years later in Six Bad Boys, which, according to reviewers at the time, was an unusual attempt for Enid at social realism, she described a similar family situation in which the three ‘Berkeley’ children (two girls and a boy) were deserted by their father after numerous, violent quarrels between their parents. The effect his departure had on the children and the subsequent behaviour of the mother – even to the pledging of the family to secrecy over his disappearance – was an echo of this desperately unhappy period of Enid’s life, yet such was her reticence about her early years no one guessed at the time that she was writing from personal experience.

The Berkeley children’s comments on ‘being glad of dear old school – even French and Maths’ to take their minds off their troubles, must have been Enid’s own feelings about St Christopher’s, for at no time did her work there appear to have deteriorated. She was popular with pupils and staff alike and really appeared to enjoy her school life, throwing herself into all the activities with enthusiasm and many of the characters and happenings she was later to describe in her school stories were based on the people she met and incidents that took place during those years.

Her fellow pupils remember her as a vivacious, intelligent girl with a sallow complexion, large nose, dark hair and eyes – and a penchant for playing practical jokes, which carried over well into adult life. She would plague the mistresses and her classmates with an assortment of rubber- and tin-pointed pencils, artificial blots and other ‘tricks’ bought from a local shop and, although her friends found them fun at first, her exuberance invariably carried on the joke just a trifle too long. She is remembered for her ‘great daring’ in being the first girl in the school to have her long plait cut off and to wear her hair at shoulder length, tied back with a bow on a large slide. This earned her the nickname – among the girls who were boarding at the school – of ‘the hairless day girl’.

Although she had once played the title role in Tresco’s production of Alice in Wonderland, she was not, apparently, considered to be a good enough actress to perform in St Christopher’s School plays. This rather vexed Enid, whose love of theatricals stretched back to her early childhood, when Thomas would take her and Hanly to musicals or plays at the nearby Crystal Palace Theatre. Undeterred, however, she set about organising her own concert party and, dressed in mauve with white ruffles and black pom-poms, the subsequent ‘Mauve Merriments’ troupe of eight senior girls eventually became a popular end-of-term entertainment for the whole school. Her friend Mary Attenborough usually took the lead in these small shows, which comprised several short sketches, dancing and the singing of popular songs, accompanied by Enid on the piano.

Her agility and enthusiasm for games led to her becoming both tennis champion and captain of the lacrosse team and her ability to put the same effort into everything she undertook undoubtedly accounted for the number of prizes she was awarded for various subjects and for her being made head girl during her final two years.

Out of school Enid was also the instigator of a small magazine – Dab – named after the surnames of its three contributors: Mirabel Davis, Mary Attenborough and herself. This usually consisted of a few short stories written by Enid, poems by Mirabel and illustrations by Mary. When the three were away on holiday they would correspond by coded postcards in order, as Enid would tell them, ‘to mystify the postman’. She even sent one of these from France during the summer of 1913 when Mlle. Louise Bertraine, who taught French at St Christopher’s, took Enid for a memorable holiday to her home in Annecy. It was the sixteen-year-old’s first trip out of England and the excitement of the journey, the beauty of the lakes and mountains of the Haute Savoie and the happiness of her stay with the family were remembered always. The First World War broke out the following year and there were no further holidays with Louise, but their friendship continued for many years.

The war did not appear to affect Enid very greatly at the beginning. She had no close relatives involved in the fighting and, understandably perhaps at that age, was far more concerned with the trials and pleasures of her very busy home and school life – a life in which her close friend, Mary Attenborough, played a considerable part. They had first met in kindergarten days and, although Mary was her junior by some three years and consequently nicknamed ‘Kid’ by Enid, in the senior classes at St Christopher’s the pair were inseparable. Both were alert, intelligent and invariably at the top of their forms, due in no small part to the competition between them. Mary always excelled at art and Enid at music, but otherwise their school work followed pretty much the same pattern. Out of school they would play long games of tennis at the home of Mary’s grandfather in Oakwood Avenue, on the outskirts of Beckenham, and on Sundays would go to services at the Elm Road Baptist Church. Enid had been baptised here at the age of thirteen and had for some years, with her brothers, attended the Sunday School of which Mary’s father was superintendent. His sister, Mabel, ran the girls’ classes and from her first meeting with Enid took a great interest in her niece’s school friend.

Mabel was unmarried, some twenty years older than the girls, and lived at home with her parents, so visits from the two lively friends were always greatly enjoyed. This tall, rather gaunt woman with the quiet, gentle manner and kindly eyes, seemed to sense, under Enid’s usually bright façade, her great need for affection and sympathetic understanding – though even she was never to guess at the cause. The fact that her father was living away from home was something Enid could never bring herself to reveal – even to Mabel, good friend and confidante though the older woman later became. But in other matters it was to Mabel that she soon began to turn for advice and sympathy, particularly with regard to her writing.

A year or so after her father left the family, Enid had entered a children’s poetry competition run by Arthur Mee in one of his magazines and was thrilled to get a letter from the writer himself, telling her that he intended to print her verses and would like to see more of her work. This encouraged her to branch out further with her writing and to send a selection of stories, articles and poems to other periodicals. Apart, however, from the unexpected acceptance of a poem by Nash’s Magazine (unfortunately it has proved impossible to trace either of these first poems and one can only assume that in the case of the second, at least, she used a pseudonym) some few years later, everything came back – much to the annoyance of Theresa, who soon realised the significance of the long envelopes that dropped with such regularity through the letter box at Elm Road, and considered the whole process a ‘waste of time and money’. This was not so with Mabel Attenborough, who continued to encourage the young writer, for she recognised in those early, very naïve efforts a potential that she felt should be fostered.

Enid later admitted that several hundred of her literary offerings were returned to her during this period, but with her usual persistence – and Mabel’s encouragement – she continued to send them out and to enter for literary competitions whenever the opportunity arose. She also avidly read any books she could find about writers and their techniques and for many years kept a diary in which she recorded her feelings and activities in and out of school but, after her mother discovered and read some of the jottings, Enid destroyed this evidence of what she considered to be her ‘very innermost thoughts’. Hanly remembers how his sister’s fierce temper had flared over this intrusion into her privacy and how she had locked herself away into her first-floor room, tearfully announcing that in future her diaries would include little more than outlines of her day-to-day activities.

Hanly has good cause to remember that fiery rage, for he was the recipient of it himself on many occasions, the most memorable being the time when, in her opinion, he had shown ‘extreme cruelty’ with an airgun. He had been given the gun for his fourteenth birthday and, bent on trying it out, had crept into the small downstairs lavatory, locked himself in, thrown bread on to the lawn and waited for the small London sparrows and starlings to appear. When they did, he took aim and fired, but his shot was hopelessly off target. He had no opportunity, however, of trying again for a window directly overhead was flung open and Enid, her voice shaking with rage, yelled out, ‘You wretched boy, I’ll tear you limb from limb.’ Hanly did not wait to hear more, for he knew that by then his sister was on her way down and she was a power to be reckoned with when roused. He was out through the window in an instant and ran round into the kitchen, in time to catch a glimpse of her breaking down the lavatory door with her bare fists.

As time went by, the relationship between Enid and her mother deteriorated. Perhaps subconsciously she blamed Theresa for her father leaving home, for she had always objected, as he had done, to her mother’s obsession with household affairs. She felt resentful that her brothers’ interests seemed inevitably to be considered before her own and had no intention of becoming the domestic, home-orientated daughter Theresa wished – nor did she hesitate to make this apparent. Her deliberate withdrawal from the rest of the family, either to Mabel Attenborough’s home or to the cosy room upstairs, was a source of constant irritation to her mother and when this also took her away from her piano practice there were even more heated arguments between the two. Theresa had not forgotten her promise to Thomas that she would ensure their daughter practised for the number of hours required by her teacher and this, at least, she was determined upon – however, reluctant Enid might be to put aside her writing and other interests. This vigilance was in no way slackened after her daughter left St Christopher’s in 1915, to prepare for her entry into the Guildhall School of Music the following year.

During Enid’s final term at St Christopher’s, the family had moved from Elm Road into a smaller, semi-detached house in nearby Westfield Road, which had only two main bedrooms and a boxroom for Theresa and her three teenaged children. The loss of the room at Elm Road that had meant so much to her and the impossibility in the smaller house of escaping for long from the critical eye of her mother drove Enid into spending more time than ever with Mabel and this inevitably aggravated the situation between mother and daughter. As the months passed, Enid’s frustrations grew, for she was now convinced that she was being made to work towards a career for which she was totally unsuited.
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From earliest childhood Enid had been schooled in the belief that she would eventually become a musician. She had always been told how much she resembled her Aunt May, both in looks and temperament, and knew that her father was convinced she possessed a similar musical talent. Year after year she had worked doggedly through examinations and practice sessions – not because she particularly enjoyed what she was doing, but because Thomas expected it of her. As she grew older, however, and writing became increasingly more important to her, she begrudged the long hours she was forced to spend at her piano. Playing and listening to music was enjoyable, up to a point, but the idea of working as a professional musician was a different matter. Creating and writing down the poems and stories that seemed to come to her so easily gave her far greater satisfaction for she knew she would never be able to express herself in the same way musically. She tried to explain this to Thomas on the rare occasions they met, but he refused to discuss any alternative to the career he had planned for her. It did not help that she had no substantial writing success with which to back up her argument – nor could she expect support from her mother, whose views on ‘Enid’s scribbling’ were only too apparent. When she left school there seemed little alternative but to follow through her father’s plans.

By the summer of 1916, however, after months of enforced piano practice and tuition from her music teacher, she felt she needed to get away, if only for a while, from the tensions and tedium of the life she was leading at home. As usual when she needed advice, she sought out Mabel Attenborough, who came up with a suggestion to which Enid eagerly agreed: that she should spend a short holiday with her friends, the Hunt family, at their farm in Suffolk.

The farm was run from Seckford Hall, a fifteenth-century mansion near Woodbridge, some seven miles out of Ipswich. Although it has since been completely restored, the rambling old house was then partly in ruins and only the portion rented by George and Emily Hunt for their family still retained something of its former glory. The Hunts were great friends of the Attenboroughs, who had spent many holidays at the Hall. For visiting children, the old Tudor building, with its ‘haunted’ bedroom, secret passage and surrounding farmland, was a source of constant delight. Many were the ‘battles’ fought in the decaying, partially roofed, banqueting hall, for its minstrels’ gallery remained intact and the seed potatoes stored here provided perfect ammunition for the bombardment of ‘enemies’ beneath.

Enid had heard all about Seckford Hall from Mary and Mabel Attenborough and was overjoyed at the prospect of a holiday in such a setting – especially as it gave her an opportunity to feed and tend the numerous animals on this large, mixed farm. The Blyton children had never been allowed to keep pets – a deprivation which possibly accounted for Enid’s intense love of animals which remained with her all her life. She often recalled her sadness at parting from ‘Chippy’, a small, bedraggled kitten she had once found on a common near her home and kept secretly until it was eventually discovered and sent away, for Thomas was happy to see wild creatures in their natural surroundings but had little interest in those of the domestic variety and his wife even less.

At Seckford Hall, with horses to ride and dogs to take on walks through the attractive Suffolk countryside, her worries about her future were temporarily forgotten. She went on long cycle rides, or to nearby beaches, with the Hunt sisters – Marjory and Ida – who, though a few years her senior, proved sympathetic companions. Their two brothers, William and Herbert, were both living away, one in the army and the other married, but the Hunt family were hosts to several young officers billeted at the Hall and there was always much friendly teasing and laughter in that happy household.

Ida was a Froebel-trained kindergarten teacher at Ipswich High School – a large day school for girls, with a trainee-teacher, kindergarten section. She also taught at the Woodbridge Congregational Sunday School. Enid went along with her most Sundays to help and Ida was surprised by the way the class seemed to respond to the inexperienced girl. This prompted her to ask if, with her obvious flair for handling young children, she had ever thought of taking up teaching. Up to then this was something that Enid had not even remotely considered but later that day she thought over what Ida had said.

She certainly enjoyed those Sunday School afternoons and her first close encounters with small children, for from the beginning she seemed to feel a close affinity with them. She loved helping to paint large pictures for the Sunday School walls, making the models and pieces of handwork which illustrated the lessons and, most of all, telling the children stories. From her own Sunday School days with Mary Attenborough at the Elm Road Baptist Church, she had learnt most of the Bible stories she now passed on to the children and found that, without much preparation, she could relate them with the same ease with which she wrote her own, as yet unpublished, stories at home. No ‘rejections’ from editors here – her listeners were always eager for more.

Quite suddenly, she knew what she must do – become a teacher. In that way she could carry on with her writing and if she were with children all day long – something that now appealed to her greatly – she would be able to study them closely and then, perhaps, learn how to write about and for them. Everything, she felt, had at last fallen into place.

It was typical of Enid that, having made a decision about something, she lost no time in acting upon it. She confirmed with Ida that it would be possible to begin a National Froebel Union course at Ipswich that September, provided her application was accepted, and then set about tackling the greatest obstacle of all – her father.

She walked to Woodbridge village to put through a telephone call to Thomas at his London office and told him that she proposed to give up her place at the music school in September and train instead as a kindergarten teacher at Ipswich High School. According to her own account of the incident, an astonished Thomas had replied: ‘How like you, Enid, to tell me these things over the telephone! Why must you be so headstrong? I must think about it. No, I can’t give you an answer now. Why, I didn’t even know you liked teaching!’

Enid said that she did and pleaded with him to agree to sign her application form, adding, ‘You can think about it afterwards.’

Thomas’s sense of humour was always to the fore and he began to laugh. Many years afterwards Enid wrote that she could still hear that chuckle, so keyed up was she over the call that was to change the direction of her whole life. She was almost overcome with joy when he finally gave his agreement, but was often to wonder afterwards over his sudden capitulation. Was it that he saw a reflection of himself in the ‘headstrong’ decision of his daughter – or was it the phrenologist’s report, which Enid was to find among some old papers many years later, that eventually swayed him?

The phrenologist had visited the house in Clockhouse Road when Enid was about eight years old. Interested, as always, in furthering his knowledge of every subject, Thomas had invited the balding man with the sensitive fingers to ‘feel the bumps’ on his young daughter’s head. He was no doubt disappointed when the subsequent report made no mention of a musical ability but read instead: ‘This child will turn to teaching as she develops. It is, and will be, her great gift.’

Whether by luck or skill, the phrenologist was to prove uncannily right for, from the moment she entered her training school, Enid was, as she later described herself, ‘a round peg in a round hole’.

But there were other changes for Enid during her first year at Ipswich. Just as some six years previously her father had made a new start away from his family, so now did she. Hanly never knew exactly what happened to cause the break. It could be that Enid and her mother exchanged heated letters over the decision to give up her musical career, but it seems far more likely that the final severing of the family ties came about through non-communication on both sides. For reasons known only to herself, Enid may not have let Theresa know what she was about and may even have asked Thomas and Mabel to keep her movements secret. Theresa might well have stubbornly refused to write to her daughter until an equally obstinate Enid had written herself. This seems more probable, in view of Theresa’s strange explanation of Enid’s departure to enquiring relations and friends. She informed them that her daughter had left home, against her wishes, to join the Women’s Land Army and that when Enid found – as she had been warned – that the life was too harsh for her, she had been ‘too frightened to return home and admit her mistake’.

Such subterfuge may be difficult to understand in these days of emancipated women and reformed divorce laws, but in the narrow, suburban circles in which Theresa moved, not only was a wife living apart from her husband treated with suspicion, but an unmarried daughter leaving home and not communicating with her family was thought to be even more suspect. No ‘nice’ girl would consider such a step unless she had ‘something to hide’. Theresa knew Enid had been on holiday to a farm, and in 1916 more and more women were being accepted into industry and the services to help the war effort, so she must have thought this explanation plausible enough to be accepted by the neighbours.

The fact remains that, from then on, Enid’s holidays away from college were spent either with the Hunt family at Seckford Hall or with Mabel Attenborough and she was never to live at home again with her mother and brothers – nor did she have any contact with them during the four years that were to follow.

Enid began her training at Ipswich in September 1916, just a month after her nineteenth birthday. She appeared, by all accounts, to have been a quieter and more withdrawn girl among her fellow students and teachers than she had been at St Christopher’s, but her occasional bouts of depression very soon disappeared when she was with the children. With them, according to her fellow students, she was always ‘relaxed, vivacious and full of fun’. She was no mean artist and carried a small blue book with her everywhere, in which she sketched her charges at play or drew birds and animals seen on the nature walks. She kept a similar book during her last year at school and these two volumes of pencilled drawings provide an interesting insight into how Enid viewed her world at that time: the tousle-headed kindergarten boy, drinking his glass of milk; three small birds, with ruffled feathers, bending a narrow branch with their weight; a round-faced baby asleep in its pram and the rotund back view of a woman sitting on a beach, are all clearly drawn with a keen eye for detail.

There were three main lecturers in the kindergarten department. In charge was Miss Sophie Flear, who also taught most of the main subjects to the trainees. This small, neat woman was a dedicated teacher with a deep understanding of her pupils – whether at kindergarten or student level – and with her air of quiet authority, did not hesitate to try out new methods of teaching if she felt that by so doing she was furthering the scope and standard of her well-run kindergarten. In 1913 she had been chosen by the Council of the Girls’ Public Day School Trust to accompany two other teachers to Italy to study and report on the Montessori teaching methods, with a view to their partial adoption in the Trust’s kindergartens. Although the training at Ipswich was basically Froebel, Miss Flear drew upon her experiences in Italy to broaden the horizons of her students still further. Her lessons were always enjoyed and Enid was not alone in finding those in psychology particularly interesting. She liked and respected Miss Flear but she had an even greater affection for her assistant, Miss Kathleen Gibbons.

Miss Gibbons was a large, motherly woman, who taught zoology and botany with great patience and understanding. Her nature walks, which she took regularly with the kindergarten children and students, reminded Enid of those rambles with her father when he, too, would point out so much of the teeming life of pond or hedgerow and the comprehensive notes she took from Miss Gibbons were to be of great help to her years later when she compiled her first book on nature study.

Miss Kathleen Fryer was the youngest of the three lecturers and had not long been out of college. She was a skilful teacher and Enid found her handwork classes something of a relaxation since they gave her an opportunity to think up new ideas for short stories or poems, as she worked away at the cane or raffia articles she was required to make for her course.

Despite her studies, Enid managed to set aside some time for her own writing, and during her training wrote three poems which were accepted by Nash’s Magazine. The first, in March 1917, was written not long after she began her course and moved into Ida’s lodgings at Christchurch Street, five minutes’ walk away from the school. Here the two women had a bedroom each and shared a small sitting room in which they wrote and studied.

Ida knew that Enid had made the break from home, but not the circumstances leading up to it. On this, as on any other unpleasant subject which had touched her deeply, Enid was as secretive and uncommunicative as she had always been. That the younger woman was lonely and, at times, very unhappy, was apparent. In contrast to the Enid who at home would voluntarily lock herself away from the rest of the family, here at Christchurch Street she was forever seeking Ida out – even after her friend had gone to bed, tired and more ready for sleep than for long hours of talk into the early hours. Perhaps, though she would doubtless never have admitted it at the time, Enid missed hearing from her mother and brothers and secretly wished Theresa would write. It is rather significant that in later years she would frequently say to her daughters, when they thought she was worrying unduly about them, ‘You would much rather I did worry about you than not care what happened – which is what I always felt was the case with my own mother.’

Something of her unhappiness is reflected in this first published poem from Ipswich, which she entitled ‘Have You –?’


Have you heard the night-time silence, just when all the world‘s asleep, 

And you’re curled up by your window, all alone? 

Have you held your breath in wonder, at the sky so dark and deep? 

Have you wanted just one star for all your own?

Have you seen a streak of glory flash across the summer sky, 

When a star is tired of staying still so long? 

Have you heard the night-wind whisper, as it softly passes by? 

Have you caught the lilting murmur of its song?

Have you listened to the stories that the honeysuckle knows, 

As it sends its fairy fragrance thro’ the night? 

Have you kissed the tiny babies of the clinging rambler-rose? 

Have you loved the passion-flowers with all your might?

Have you suddenly felt lonely, have you wondered why you should, 

When you watched for shooting stars to flash their light? 

Have you wanted some one near you, some one dear, who understood? 

Have you never stretched your arms out – to the night?



Enid was overjoyed to find that in the June edition of Nash’s Magazine her rather sentimental little poem evoked a reply, written by Maud K.F. Dyrenfurth and entitled ‘I Have’. This spurred her on to further poetic efforts for the magazine and two months later ‘My Summer Prayer’ was published, a happier piece written during a long cycle ride she took with Ida to Felixstowe. After a busy week at school the pair were spending their usual weekend at Seckford Hall and on the Saturday morning decided to take a picnic and cycle the eleven miles or so to the seaside resort. It had been a perfect summer day and on the way back they stopped by some white railings to admire the sunset. Enid took out the pencil and pad she invariably carried with her and started scribbling. ‘Sorry, Cap’n,’ was her explanation to an impatient Ida, ‘I’ve got a poem coming on.’ The resultant ‘Summer Prayer’, a eulogy of what she saw in the countryside around her that evening, was published in the August edition of the magazine.

Enid’s habit of coining nicknames for herself and her close acquaintances and then acting out small fantasies with them was something that exasperated the practical, down-to-earth Ida, now engaged to be married to a young soldier she had known since childhood. But Enid continued to call her friend ‘Cap’n’ and herself ‘cabin-boy’, or ‘Richard’, and on walks together she would often act out the part, whistling noisily, plunging her hands deeply into her pockets and putting on a boyish swagger to keep up the pretence. Ida felt this behaviour extremely childish and not in keeping with a trainee teacher who would soon be responsible for young children herself. Only Mabel, it seemed, understood her young friend’s need for these occasional escapes from reality and would laugh over her nonsense, continuing to handle Enid, in her late teens and early twenties, like an irrepressible, lovable child.

During her final year at Ipswich, Enid had another poem accepted by Nash’s Magazine. ‘Do You – ?’, published in September 1918, again had sentimental rhyming verses and a wistful air. This time no one took up her question poetically in a later edition of the magazine. Another poem, written about the same time but in a different mood, was in praise of her landlady’s date pudding, over which she had enthused at dinner one evening, but this was not to be published until many years later in one of her children’s magazines.

With a full programme of assistant teaching in the mornings, lectures each afternoon and private study in the evenings, time passed quickly. Enid took Part I of her National Froebel Union Higher Certificate during her first year, gaining first-class passes in geography, botany, handwork (including drawing) and a distinction in zoology. Surprisingly, she only gained a second-class pass in literature, though her other second-class pass – in mathematics – was not so unexpected, for she had never found this subject easy. By December 1918, she had completed her course with first-class passes in the practice of education, child hygiene, history of education and class teaching of children (between the ages of seven and fourteen) and was awarded a distinction for her paper on the principles of education.

She was now twenty-one years of age, a fully-fledged Froebel teacher and free to go her own way without reference to anyone, but she still welcomed the guiding hand of Mabel. Through her she heard of a junior teacher’s post at a new boys’ preparatory school at Bickley in Kent. She applied and was accepted. After making her farewells to the staff at the High School and the Hunts, she left Ipswich and closed a chapter of her life that she rarely mentioned again. Except for occasional references to a Froebel training, in later life she told no one, not even her daughters, anything of the people she met during that period or of Seckford Hall and the Hunts. Yet the testimonial given her on leaving by the Head Mistress, Miss M. Gale, was glowing:


Miss Enid Blyton has been a student in the Kindergarten Department of this school for the last two years. She has very good ability, is both musical and artistic and has shown teaching capacity of a high order. Enthusiasm and energy are marked characteristics. She has a real love of children and handles them well. Discipline is good, and she has an unusual power of interesting children. She has some literary gift herself and dramatic sense.

Miss Blyton has a high sense of duty, is reliable and thorough in all she undertakes, and her influence on children is very good.

As one of the best students we have had for some years, I can recommend her warmly for a responsible post. 

M. GALE, Head Mistress



After spending Christmas with Mabel and her parents – ‘Grandpa’ and ‘Grandma’ Attenborough, as she was to call them from then on – she began teaching at Bickley Park School in January 1919.

In those days there were about twenty boys at the school, which was run from a small house in Page Heath Lane, Bickley. The Headmaster, Richard Brandram, had not long left the army and was a tall, good-looking man in his thirties, of whom Enid was always rather in awe. She was allotted a bed-sitting room but took her meals with the Headmaster, his wife Maud, their two young children – Dick and Joyce – and the only other member of staff, a Miss Hutson. Enid was now close enough to Beckenham for her to visit Mabel most weekends and she enjoyed the happy, relaxed atmosphere within the school.

This was her first opportunity to try out her teaching ideas on receptive young minds and her skill in handling the children was soon apparent. She had charge of half a dozen boys, aged between six and eight years of age, to whom she taught most general subjects, in addition to taking English classes with the senior boys, and her pupils have happy memories of their enthusiastic young teacher who made her lessons into games and told them such fascinating stories. To those whose work merited special recognition she awarded ribbons, similar to army decorations but worn on the arms, and different colours were used for the varying degrees of progress. When her pupils had reached the ‘peak of excellence’, as she termed it, they were made ‘knights’. Her lessons were equally inventive and she had no difficulty in holding the attention of her classes. She took the children on nature walks, played games and swam with them in the local baths.

Most of her spare time was spent in writing, but with the exception of a poem in The Poetry Review, she had no further success with publication. This poem – ‘The Poet’ – looked at the child who gave his own view of the world through his natural poetry (See Appendix 1). By the end of the year, Richard Brandram was well pleased at the progress his young pupils had made under her care, but by then Enid had told him that she would be leaving as she had been offered another post. Once again she took with her a written testimonial which highlighted the ability and flair she was never to lose:


Miss E. M. Blyton held a post on my staff from January to December 1919. During that period she had charge of my lowest form and took English subjects with the other forms also. She left me at her own desire to manage a small preparatory school elsewhere.

I was exceedingly sorry to lose her valuable assistance. She inspired her pupils with a real interest in whatever work they were engaged and consequently maintained discipline without any effort. Further, she was at great pains to instill into their minds high ideals of behaviour and manners, with eminently satisfactory results. To be able to lead small boys and to understand their ways is a gift given to few, but Miss Blyton has the secret. 

R.A. BRANDRAM, M.A.(Cant.), Headmaster.
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Mabel Attenborough had spent her summer holiday of 1919 in Cornwall, helping to look after the four young sons of her second cousin, Horace Thompson, whose wife, Gertrude, had been seriously ill. As David, the eldest boy, was recovering from diphtheria and had missed a considerable amount of schooling, Mabel had been helping the eight-year-old with his studies and it occurred to her that Enid would be an ideal tutor to continue with these lessons once he returned home. Her suggestion was enthusiastically taken up by the Thompsons and Enid was subsequently engaged to join the family in January 1920, as nursery governess to all four children.

Horace Thompson was an architect and chartered surveyor and he and his wife had lived at Southernhay – a pleasant, yellow-brick Victorian house in Hook Road, Surbiton – since their marriage. Surbiton in the ’twenties was not the Surrey town of large housing estates and busy roads that it has become today but a quiet, semi-rural suburb, and Hook Road itself was surrounded by fields and country lanes – something that pleased Enid greatly. She was given a small room at the back of the house with a large window overlooking the garden and it was here that she was to spend a great deal of her spare time over the next few years, writing. As she had once done at Elm Road, she took to locking her door, but this time it was to shut herself away for a while from her affectionate pupils, who never seemed to tire of her company.

She took her first classes with David and his seven-year-old brother, Brian, in the old day nursery at the side of the house and, when the summer came, lessons were conducted in the garden or on the verandah. After a while, the boys were joined by their young twin brothers, Peter and John, and Mollie Sayer, the daughter of a neighbour. Enid’s success with her young pupils, and the shortage of schools in the area, soon resulted in several other parents who lived nearby asking if their children could also be included in the classes. Much to her employers’ amusement and Enid’s delight, a small ‘school’ soon developed at Southernhay, with twelve boys and girls being taught at one time or another during the four very happy and eventful years she was to spend with the family.

With ages ranging from four to ten years, lessons had to be conducted with care, but it says much for the skill of her teaching that she was able to handle these so successfully that her pupils progressed remarkably well. She taught every subject herself and meticulously wrote full reports on every child at the end of each term. For the younger members the subjects were Reading, Writing, Numbers, Singing, Painting, Handwork, Games (cricket in the summer, football in the winter) and Acting. Additional subjects for those aged seven and upwards were: Arithmetic, History, Geography, French, English, Music (including piano tuition) and Nature Study. Her General Remarks were always written with care and at length and these old reports show something of the character of her pupils and her own sense of humour. She described one child’s singing voice as ‘a buzzing sound somewhere in his boots’, and wrote of another ‘…Most things come easily to him, and so more difficult things seem sometimes insuperable.’ She was quick to praise and give encouragement during her lessons but did not hesitate to wield her authority or reprimand firmly those who misbehaved.

All the Thompsons have happy memories of their teacher, whose ‘deep, throaty laugh’ could often be heard in and out of the schoolroom. It was her sense of fun which is particularly remembered by them today. One incident which kept the family entertained for many months occurred some two years after her arrival at Southernhay. Horace Thompson was holding a business dinner party and just before the guests were due to arrive, the parlourmaid fell ill. Without hesitation, and to the Thompsons’ amusement, the young nursery governess volunteered to deputise. Donning the maid’s cap and apron, she assumed what she considered to be the correct air of deference and carried off the whole evening superbly, waiting at table and attending to every need, without the subterfuge ever being discovered by the guests.

Although she was always willing to join in the children’s games she was, as Brian Thompson recalls, ‘an essentially practical teacher’ and even leisure hours were instructive. She would write small plays for the children to act, poems for them to recite and songs for them to sing and twice a year these would be incorporated into a concert for parents and friends. With Enid’s help, the children made the costumes, drew up the invitations and programmes, took the pennies at the door and made up the accounts, eventually sending the proceeds to Dr Barnardo’s Homes.

Enid’s method of teaching, which was built upon her Froebel training, her knowledge of the Montessori system imparted by Miss Flear and her own creative flair, constantly prodded the young minds to expand in all directions. David and John Thompson both claim that their interest in plant life, instilled into them by Enid’s enthusiastic ‘nature walks’ around Southernhay, led to their becoming nursery gardeners in adult life, and for the other members of the class these happy rambles through the woods and meadows were as enjoyable as they were instructive. She encouraged the children to catch pond life and read up everything they could about it, to collect butterflies and moths and follow up the full life-cycle of each specimen. Notes would be made on what the caterpillar fed upon, the time of year caterpillar and butterfly were to be found and the part of the country where they were most common. One summer, she gathered the children around her while she made a large, hot air balloon out of paper and, before it lifted skywards, over a methylated spirit pad, she attached a label giving Southernhay’s address. She was as excited as the children when the balloon’s label was subsequently returned from Belgium. This led to an interesting geography lesson in which maps were produced and the children were shown the balloon’s route and told something of the places over which it had passed and where it had finally landed.

Being always alert to possible teaching aids, her attention was drawn one day at a London tube station to several brightly coloured posters displayed on the platform. Thinking how much the subjects chosen would appeal to her class, she tracked down the sales office and bought a selection. These she duly took back to Southernhay and from then on, the child who reached the top of the class each week had the privilege of choosing the picture to be hung on the wall for the following five days.

Handwork for the boys and girls usually consisted of cane and basket-work or threading dried and coloured melon seeds into necklaces and bracelets – an occupation often accompanied by the reading or telling of one of her own stories, which for many was the highlight of their day.

Enid was happier than she had been for many years. She enjoyed the teaching and really felt herself to be a member of a loving family. ‘Uncle Horace’ and ‘Aunt Gertrude’ were always there to give encouragement and to the children ‘Auntie Enid’, as she was known from the beginning, was someone very special. Undoubtedly this background of affection helped the young governess when, during her first summer at Southernhay, she received some news from her uncle that must have come as a great shock – her father had died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of fifty, while out fishing on the Thames at Sunbury.

His brother, Charles, was the first to be informed and he quickly notified the rest of the family and then arranged for the funeral to take place at Beckenham for, despite having lived with another woman for the past ten years, suburban proprieties dictated that as Thomas was still Theresa’s legal husband he must be buried as such.

Enid had never lost touch with her father over the years, even though she was estranged from the rest of her family. She never visited him in his new home, but she would often call to see him at his office in the City and they would talk and laugh over things together, almost like the old days, for nothing that had happened in the past could completely obliterate the deep bond of affection that still existed between them. All the more curious, then, that she did not attend his funeral.

Hanly thinks there may have been two reasons for this. Firstly, she was not to know that the ‘other woman’, whom she had never been able to accept, would not be present. Secondly, and perhaps more probably, after four years away it would have been painful and embarrassing for her to return to her family at such a time and make her explanations. Her pupils at Southernhay have no recollection of any mention being made of the death by Enid or their parents – either at the time or in later years – so her feelings on hearing the news and reasons for not being present at the funeral can only be a matter for speculation. Maybe the Enid, who was able to shelve so many other unpleasant aspects of her life, decided to put away the almost unbearable truth that she would never again see her father. If she had attended his burial, she would have been forced into an acceptance of this reality.

Thomas left small bequests to Theresa, Enid and her brothers and due to this some slight contact was re-established between them. Carey had decided to join the Royal Air Force for a seven-year engagement but Hanly remained at home with his mother at Westfield Road and took over the management of his father’s business, where he had been working since his war-time service overseas with the army. As there was still great antipathy between mother and daughter, meetings between Hanly and Enid usually took place at his London office and there was never time for long conversations. They rarely spoke of their personal affairs and he was to learn nothing of his sister’s movements since she had left home in 1916. He knew that at the time of their father’s death she was a nursery governess in Surrey, but she never told him of her training at Ipswich or of the Hunt family and Seckford Hall. It is therefore not surprising that he assumed Enid had been with the Thompson family ever since her ‘disastrous’ service in the Land Army so often referred to by his mother.

Home for Enid was now with Mabel Attenborough and her parents at Oakwood Avenue and it was here that she spent most of her weekends and holidays – far enough away from the Westfield Road area of Beckenham for her to avoid painful encounters with her mother. It was at a garden party at Oakwood Avenue in the late summer of 1920 that she renewed the acquaintance of an old friend from St Christopher’s – Phyllis Chase. The two had known each other since their early days at the school, had played in the lacrosse team together and joined in most of the senior activities, but Phyllis had left first and the pair had then lost touch. Phyllis had always been a good artist and was now beginning to sell some of her illustrations, so it seemed inevitable that before the day was out, the two should decide to try and submit work together. Their first joint sale, early in the following year, was a children’s fairy story to one of Cassells’ weekly magazines and this was the beginning of a partnership that was to last for several years.

Enid was as determined as ever to achieve success as a writer and during her first year with the Thompsons had been aiming mostly for the adult periodical market but, apart from a small poem for a Presbyterian church magazine – The Messenger – everything had been rejected. Her meeting with Phyllis Chase and the acceptance of her story by Cassells seemed to be a turning point. Soon afterwards she won a competition in the Saturday Westminster Review of 19 February 1921 with, according to the magazine editor’s comment at the time, ‘a pointed piece of nonsense’ entitled ‘On the Popular Fallacy that to the Pure All Things are Pure’ (see Appendix 2). Later in the year came acceptances by The Londoner and The Bystander of two short humorous pieces and of a romantic story for Home Weekly entitled ‘The Man She Trusted’. More stories were accepted by The Bystander and Passing Show during 1922 and she and Phyllis took on a variety of other commissions together. They tackled everything from illustrated rhymes for newspaper advertisements to Christmas and Easter cards for children and adults, Enid writing the verse and Phyllis designing the covers. They also worked on numerous illustrated poems and stories for children – the majority of which were accepted by Teachers’ World, an educational weekly published by Evans Brothers.

Having discovered, as she suspected, that the writing she enjoyed most was for children, Enid had begun to study her own young charges to gauge their reactions to the poems and stories she used in her lessons. She found that the boys favoured tales of bravery and loyalty, while girls liked fairy stories. Both, however, shared a taste for adventure, animal stories and bits of nonsense that made them laugh. So certain was she that most children would react in the same way that she decided to send a selection of her most popular items to the educational weeklies.

Miss Hilda Russell-Cruise, the assistant editor of Teachers’ World, had no hesitation in picking out Enid’s contributions from a batch of stories and poems passed on to her by the editor, Mr E.H. Allen. They seemed to stand out immediately for their freshness and originality. The stories were full of humour, well-constructed, contained plenty of dialogue and, like the poems that accompanied them, were infinitely better than those usually received from freelance writers. All were accepted and the first to be published was a fairy story about a broken magic dish – ‘Peronel and his Pot of Glue’—which appeared on 15 February 1922, with illustrations by Phyllis Chase. From then on, both became regular contributors to the magazine and Enid’s happy working association with Evans Brothers was to continue for many years.

But it was the small, twenty-four-page book of verse, published by J. Saville and Company in the summer of 1922, illustrated again by Phyllis Chase, that first brought Enid’s name before the general public. Child Whispers was dedicated to the Thompson boys: ‘four little brothers, David, Brian, Peter and John’ and had the following preface:


The children of nowadays are different in many of their likes and dislikes, from the children of ten years ago. This change of attitude is noticeable as much in the world of children’s poetry as it is in other things. In my experience of teaching I have found the children delight in two distinct types of verses. These are the humorous type and the imaginative poetical type – but the humour must be from the child’s point of view and not from the ‘grown up’s’ – a very different thing. And the imagination in the second type of poem must be clear and whimsical, otherwise the appeal fails and the child does not respond.

As I found a lack of suitable poems of the types I wanted, I began to write them myself for the children under my supervision, taking, in many cases, the ideas, humorous or whimsical, of the children themselves, as the theme of the poems! Finding them to be successful, I continued until the suggestion was made to me that many children other than those in my own school might enjoy hearing and learning the poems. Accordingly this collection of verses is put forward in the hope that it will be a source of sincere enjoyment to the little people of the world. 

Enid Blyton, N.F.U.



By all accounts, it was also enjoyed by the reviewers:


… light, lilting, happy tales, told with a charming simplicity of thought and language that should give them an irresistible appeal to all young readers…



was the comment of The Bookman. The Children’s Newspaper wrote:


A book of real rhymes … written in the language of a child, and with the thoughts that any child might have …



This reviewer might well have been referring to Put to Bed – verses about a small boy sent to his room on a sunny day because he had been drawing pictures over the walls with an orange pencil. He had just started on a giant’s head when he was discovered:


When Nurse came in so cross and red

It made me feel afraid.



It ended:


There’s nothing here that’s nice at all –

 ‘Cept for Granny’s patchwork quilt.



The Schoolmistress commented: ‘Witches, fairies, goblins, flowers, little folk, butterflies and other delights all live between its pages …’ Enid’s readers were to become increasingly familiar with all these subjects in the years that followed, for she was to choose them many times for her stories and verse.

The following year the same publishing house brought out her second book of poems – Real Fairies – which was again very well received. The Morning Post was moved to comment, rather whimsically:


In Real Fairies, children have received a new educational charter restoring their right divine to believe in fairies.



The Yorkshire Post wrote:


To get a just estimate we left the judgement of Miss Blyton’s work to a parliament of children. The children loved her work and asked for more.



Her ability to ‘move into a child’s world of fancy’ (the Daily Chronicle) and to understand ‘things dear to the heart of childhood’ (The Schoolmistress), were phrases often used by the reviewers of this fifty-five page book of poems. Although most of the verses were about fairies, Enid’s ability to write from a child’s viewpoint is again evident in poems like The Open Window:


I’m here all alone in the schoolroom 

And the others have gone long ago. 

I’m kept in because of my writing, 

I’ve really been awfully slow.

You see my desk’s right by the window 

And I simply can’t help looking out, 

And watching the bees in the flowers, 

And the butterflies sailing about.

There’s buttercup fields in the distance, 

And hills that look purple and blue 

It’s ever so hard to remember, 

I’ve got any writing to do. 

I never shall finish my writing 

With all of these things going on, 

I’ll have to wait here till the evening 

And do it when everything’s gone.



By this time her output of literary work was becoming so prolific that she began to keep an account book. This shows that during 1923 alone, her writing earned her well over £300 – the price of a small, suburban house at that time. In addition to Real Fairies, a small booklet, Responsive Singing Games, was published by J. Saville in March and this was followed by a series of story-books for Birn Brothers. During that same year no fewer than a hundred and twenty other items – stories, verses, book reviews and short plays – were also brought out under her name. Eighty-eight of these appeared in Teachers’ World, fourteen meriting full pages, and five of her poems were used in a special Poetry and Song edition which also included contributions by such noted poets as John Drinkwater, John Masefield, Sir Henry Newbolt, Walter de la Mare and Rudyard Kipling. Her poem, ‘January’, appeared on the first page of the supplement and her ‘Teachers’ Prayer’ on the last. On 4 July came the first of a long series of weekly articles for the magazine – From my Window (see Appendix 3) – a full column or more on a variety of subjects, which told something of her life and thoughts at that time.

Such a programme of work would keep many a writer fully occupied during the year, but Enid somehow continued throughout to teach, single-handed, her small class at Southernhay and from all accounts her pupils still progressed satisfactorily. They were proud of their teacher’s ability to write most of the plays, songs and poems used in their lessons and they, in turn, unwittingly provided her with plenty of material for her writing. Sometimes she used a situation or happening connected with them for From my Window – ‘A Dinner in Lilliput’ being one example. This was an account of a party for the Thompson children just before Christmas when all the courses of the meal were provided on a miniature scale – even the puddings, jellies and tarts ‘the size of a shilling’. This successful ‘dinner’ was conceived by Enid herself, though she did not mention this fact in her article.

John Thompson was the subject of another From my Window in August – ‘On Being Like Oneself’:


I have in my care a young, serious, and most profound philosopher. His mind grinds slowly, but it grinds exceedingly small, and he reduces everything and everyone to their lowest common factors. Consequently he occasionally utters observations which, while on the surface appearing superficial, betray a perception and a reasoning which are astonishing …



One of his observations that ‘people are so “zackly” like them selves’, was explained by her:


… He wanted to say that our outward bodies reflected our inner souls and reflected them so astonishingly correctly that even he was able to recognise the fact …



The Thompsons remember Enid writing in her diary and she often spoke of having kept one each year from an early age, but there are few remaining today. Those that do remain cover only a decade or so of her life and consist of little more than pencilled jottings. The earliest is for 1924 and, though incomplete, shows something of the general pattern of her life at that time and of how established a writer she had already become during her four years at Southernhay. According to this diary, there was no easing up on her work even through her Christmas holiday at Oakwood Avenue with Mabel.

Her first entry on 1 January records that she wrote ‘all morning’ before going out to shop and have tea with Mabel and her sister. The following day she ‘Copied out Bimbo and Podge booklets [Birn Brothers] until supper …’ Her entry for 3 January was:


To London. Saw Dr. Wilson at Nelson’s. It’s definitely decided I’m to do 36 books for them! [This was a series of readers.] To Birns. Gave me a cheque for £38 17s …



She mentioned having tea with Alec Rowley and his sister and of how the composer played the settings to her lyrics – no doubt for one of the many songs for children the pair wrote together for Teachers’ World, and later brought out in book form. On 10 January, she recorded going once more to London to see Birn Brothers:


… They want me to do a jolly decent book to be brought out regardless of expense. To Cassells … No difficulty about copyright [this probably refers to one of her stories that she wanted to use elsewhere] … To Teachers’ World, talked over new ideas for poems etc …



There appears to have been no day of her holiday when she did not spend some time at work in connection with her writing and she seems to have retained her boundless energy throughout. She never failed to get all of her weekly contributions into Teachers’ World on time and even provided Miss Russell-Cruise – by return post and written to the required length, seemingly without effort – extra poems or stories needed at the last minute for the children’s page.

There was little time left for relaxation in this busy life and even the occasional visits to the theatre or cinema were apparently used as material for her writings. When she took two of her pupils to a London theatre at the beginning of January, she noted their reactions to the play and the visit was later recorded in her weekly column as ‘Only Just Us at the Windmill Man’. An afternoon at the Crystal Palace circus was similarly treated in another From my Window article.

Most of her weekends at home with the Attenboroughs were spent in writing but she usually made a point of accompanying Mabel to church on Sunday evenings – although her early allegiance to the Baptists had by this time slackened and when she was away from home other matters invariably took precedence over church attendance. During holiday time, she knew it also pleased Mabel if she helped her with the crèche she ran for mothers from the East End of London attending Monday afternoon meetings at the Walworth Road Baptist Church, but she refused to join in most of the other social activities around the church at Beckenham and showed no interest in any of the young men she met there.

Most of the men who visited the Thompsons and Attenboroughs were married and older than herself, as were the majority of the publishers she met in the course of her writing, but she appears to have had little inclination, or allowed herself the time, to meet others elsewhere. Her happiness with the children at Southernhay, Mabel’s deep affection and, above all, her writing, seemed to provide her with everything she needed – until she met Major Hugh Alexander Pollock.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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