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French Girls and the German Guy

1957
We’re not poor, but despite my father’s boastings to Uncle Jim about his income, we’re not exactly rich either. When we lived at Potter’s Bar we can’t have had much money because we took in a boarder, a teenage boy whose mother didn’t want him living with her. 
This must have sparked off an idea because M Bréda has written to my parents and said their daughter Annie wants board in London and wants to attend an English high school. My parents say oui. In our Southgate house we have three bedrooms, Annie takes the second-biggest one and I move into other bedroom, the one that looks down on Oakwood Avenue and stares across at Barbara Winks’ house. Every morning I see her bald Dad leaving for work, walking to Southgate Station through the fog. 

Annie knows some French girls who live in Algeria and are also looking for the same deal, a French-speaking family whose father can arrange enrolment as well as drive them to-and-from Glendale Grammar School. So we get Dolêne Defougéres and I become her pet. She gives me Algerian Army lead figurines. 

Chantal Castera looks just like Brigitte Bardot. She stays with us until she moves across the road with Mr and Mrs Winks. I have a crush on Chantal. Next, it’s Anne Marie Buriez. Anne-Marie has a boyfriend – Yvon - staying with another Southgate family in Debourne Avenue. Then a German guy called Herman stays too, Dr Scholl’s son, the ‘good’ German. But he’s got a crazy brother called Wolfgang who also wants to move in. 

Herman moves into my little bedroom now, the second bedroom is crammed with three French girls, and I sleep in the same room as Mummy and Daddy. These are happy times, French girls everywhere, singing, playing games and reading to me. 
On the bad side of the equation, I am constantly in trouble at school, whereas at home I’m an angel. Mum reads to me in French, The legend of Paul et Virginie, a tragedy set in Mauritius written by Jaques-Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre. What a name!

Raised as brother and sister on Mauritius, Paul and Virginie are torn apart when a rich relative in France sends for Virginie in order to educate her and bring her up as a lady. Virginie refuses to marry the wealthy suitor, and is sent back to Mauritius during the cyclone season. Her ship, the Saint-Géran, sinks, taking Virginie with it, as modesty will not allow her to remove her clothing in order to swim to shore. Heart-broken, Paul dies not long afterwards. A 1953 Mauritian stamp depicts the story, which I treasure above all stamps. 

And as a true Gilbert & Sullivan family, we all sing Trial by Jury, HMS Pinafore and The Mikado. I know all the songs by heart, and I too sing – from my study, under the piano, looking at everybody’s ankles.

*

Every Saturday our family does this weird Seventh-day Adventist Church thing. The French girls can’t fathom it, but being strangers in a strange land, they probably don’t find anything weirder than Marmite. 

Yvon Dantec calls in. He looks like actor James Dean, smokes Gitanes and drives a motor scooter. He is the coolest guy I’ve ever met. I always look forward to him calling round to see Anne-Marie.

Yvon has a problem living with an over-strict English Presbyterian family became intolerable. He’s also had a brush with a Teddyboy gang, which scared the crap out of him on Chase side. My father arranges for Yvon to board with the Winks’ family opposite us, but more significantly, across the road from Anne-Marie. So Yvon now joins our circle, which is great for me because he’s cool in the way I want to be, unlike cousin Ken who is cool in ways I am beginning to find rather frightening.

In Oakwood Avenue, we live in a house full of people and it’s great. I speak French at home and no longer have a problem with English at school. We spend so much time in Wimbledon, with both sides of my parents’ family that I really feel like a Wimbledon boy. And I also feel like a Southgate boy. I start collecting cigarette cards of the constellations from which Barbara figure I’m a Gemini.

‘What does that mean?’

‘You’re two things’, she replies, reading aloud from the back of the skinny card. ‘Like French/English, Wimbledon/Southgate, Anglican at school and whatever your strange religion is at home’.

On selected weekdays, at school we attend the St Andrews Anglican Church where Rev Hipkin presides, then every Saturday my family goes to a barn called Wood Green Seventh-day Adventist Church. I don’t worry too much about church, except when I’m picked out by Mr Hopkins as a Seventh-day Adventist and I have to explain to the whole class about the ‘Bible sabbath’ which makes me the only kid in my class who knows where Exodus 20 is in the Bible. Flick, flick, flick, ‘The Sabbath is the Fourth Commandment’.

But I’m not interested in all that stuff, I’m thick with the French girls, good at chess, taking Grade 1 piano lessons, into the Lone Ranger, collecting comics, reading RL Stevenson, singing Gilbert & Sullivan songs and playing board games with Geoffrey Coucher or cousin Stewart. I beat everybody at chess – except Grandpa Tarling, Daddy and cousin John.

Grandpa Tarling starts dying of emphysema. My father visits him in hospital and reckons the constant battle for oxygen is a pitiful sight - which again proves the Seventh-day Adventist Church is right because of the ‘health message’. Daddy says he used to smoke until he met Mummy and got introduced to grandpère who told him to quit, which Daddy says is the best advice he’d ever had. 

Then Herman Scholl’s brother Wolfgang moves in, he’s nothing like Herman. He explodes into rages with no warning, he openly dislikes the French and is quick to react to all digs about Germans, whereas Herman would let that stuff pass. Not only have I got Dolêne to cuddle me, but we now have a German to pick on. 
Yvon and Anne-Marie are sweethearts, whereas Wolfgang dislikes all women. Mummy is the only one he seems to trust. Taquiner is the French word for tease, and that’s what happens to Wolfgang all the time. The French girls are little bitches to Wolfgang and I am right in there with them, teasing the crap out of this irritable German.

Mum and Dad don’t fight, the French girls get along fine and I fit in like a teddy bear under an armpit. My father smacks me only as a matter of duty. There are no fights in our house, except with Wolfgang. 

One day Wolfgang is sitting at the dining room table, reading. Dolêne is also in the room with a cheeky look on her face which I take as a cue that Wolfgang teasing time. I creep around the back of the curtain, behind him, Dolêne giggles. Suddenly Wolfgang whirls round, grabs me by the shirt collar and whack-whack-whack, he slaps me roundly across the face.

‘Volfgang a frapper Lowell!’ Dolêne screams out. ‘Volfgang a frapper Lowell!’ She goes spare.
Secours! Secours! Chantal and Anne-Marie rush into the room where Wolfgang who has whacked me out for no apparent reason. Wolfgang is again in disgrace. We make sure of that, a ruddy German male ruining our perfect environment. We remember mate, the English and French remember. And there will be another war, everyone thinks that. The Germans have done it before. 
‘The point is’, says in French, grandpére, ‘Germany is not England’s natural enemy, Russian Communism is’. 

He explains, from his well-thumbed Bible (La Sainte Bible) that the ‘King of the North’ will do something that the ‘King of the South’ won’t like. This will lead to the Last Battle in the Valley of Megiddo. Grandpére reads the Daily Mail each day, watching out for the coming  Apocalypse. 
Je vis alors monter de la mer une Bête à dix cornes et sept têtes…

Apolcalypse 13:1
When she talks about the Second World War, Mummy often weeps of memories of she and her sisters so fresh out from Mauritius, huddled in the Anderson Shelter in the Wimbledon backyard, singing hymns as German bombs rained over south London. Heaps of air raids, sometimes 3-4 a night.
*
My parents, who now have a telephone (Palmers Green 8676), receive a call about a French girl called Maxence Monsigny who needs somewhere to board. This is not the usual way my parents are contacted about the French, French-Algerian and French-Moroccan girls who are in-and-out of our place now, like a carousel. 
We’ve got a full house, there’s no room for Maxence. My father says he’ll ask around the neighbourhood. So he asks Mrs Winks, who reckon Yvon is enough. Next, Daddy asks Geoffrey Doggett’s parents, across the road. The Doggett’s agree, for a price, but are horrified when they clap eyes on her: she’s sexy. Red lipstick, heaps of eye-liner and pink luggage. Allo, mes chêries.
Given a few days, when Geoffrey Coucher and I are drawing our own comic about crocodile hunters on the kitchen table, we overhear Mrs Doggett complaining to Mum that she can’t control Maxence. She ignores the 10.00pm curfew and stays out til dawn if she feels like it. Maxence also does other stuff – sex stuff - that I don’t understand. Mummy is angry and says she’ll talk to Maxence.

Mummy tells Maxence that she’s way out of line. No decent girl sits with boys in cars with Teddyboys (‘ce n’est pa fait!’) and only prostitutes (‘prrrrrroz-titutes’) come home late. Maxence apologises and Mummy tells Mrs Doggett there’ll be no more trouble.

Teddyboys! Now that’s a new word. I also hear on the news that teenage crime is on the increase. That’s another new word – ‘teenage’. Well, it is to me. Maxence is a ‘teenager’.

One night, we all go to Glendale Grammar School to see the Gilbert & Sullivan opera HMS Pinafore with my father on piano. I sing along with all the songs, because I want to show off that I know all the words. Sing hey the merry maiden and the tar…!

When he plays piano, my father brings his entire concentration to the task, you can see it on his face. He does the same thing around the fourth move of a chess game. French, piano and chess, that’s my world.
On Bloomsbury Day BBC Radio broadcasts readings from the works of Irish writer, James Joyce who has written a book called Ulysses. It is being read over the wireless while I am drawing under the piano. Dolêne and Anne-Marie are in the room. The reader says, word ‘Wildly I lay on her, kissed her: eyes, her lips, her stretched neck beating, woman’s breasts full in her blouse of nun's veiling, fat nipples upright…’ Daddy lunges for the wireless and switches it off. ‘We don’t want to hear anything like that!’ I do.

The phone rings. It’s Mrs Doggett who reckons Maxence has gone missing, last seen with some Teddyboys on the Chase Side. Daddy accompanies Mrs Doggett to the Police Station. He knows all about Police Stations because the cops have arranged for him to have regular visitations to see convicted murderer, Michael Queripel, whom we knew from Potters Bar. Daddy pesters him about Jesus Christ, the Saturday Sabbath and the Apocalypse. 

I stay home and watch TV lots – Noddy is kid’s stuff. Geoffrey Coucher and I watch The Lone Ranger, Circus Boy, The Cisco Kid – I also play with dolls and hate Meccano sets, I read books, draw lots, start writing a diary. We spend almost every Saturday afternoon (after church) at grandpére and grandmére’s place where I hang out with Stewart and see cousin Ken less and less. He’s getting into trouble, I think. 

I wish I were a circus boy, like Corky. He rides Bimbo the elephant. I’d like to be a boy like that, or like David Balfour in Kidnapped. And I want to be a good man, like the Lone Ranger when I grow up. If I’m a bad man, I’d like to be Long John Silver. 

The cops track Maxence down in Bournemouth, shacked up with Teddyboys. Mrs Doggett tells Mummy who contacts Maxence’s mother, Mme Monseingy telling her to come to England as a matter of urgency. This takes a few days, by which time Maxence comes home. Something didn’t work out.

I am on the train to Bristol, just Maxence and me. We are going to meet her mother. They are both the same. The same make-up, they both chain smoke and I want to pee. We’re in an 8-seat compartment, just the three of us, no toilet. French girls are great. Their mothers even hold your little dick for you when you’re peeing out of a window. 

Mummy meeting Mme Monseigny is a frosty occasion. Wow, the disdain in my mother’s face when she sees her casual acceptance of her daughter’s behaviour. Mum is nothing if not direct.
*
She drums it all into me: Germans are warlike. Americans are coarse – c’est le nyah nyah nyah. Catholics burn people at the stake. Mauritians are best snubbed, on the rare occasion they might turn up at church. N’èpouse jamais une noir!
Jews keep the true Sabbath, red-headed Irish people have perfect complexions. A little bit of French – not too much – is very good and Daddy says Australians are ‘rough n ready’. 

Even grandpére is talking about Australia. Between discussions about the horrors of war, Uncle Jim and Auntie Edna are talking about Australia too. But I like it here. 
I have all these gorgeous French girls fussing me. Even though I get into lots of trouble at school, I’m an angel at home. I prefer staying home with my books and my French sisters.

J’ai d’autres chats a fouetter.

