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Sheila Shilling

| was born Sheila Topping in Shooters Hill, south-
east London, on 14 July 1931 (Bastille Day in
France). My parents divorced when | was only two
or three, and as my mother had to carry on
working, my grandmother and grandfather brought
me up. My mother had a hard life. My
grandparents moved frequently and at different
times we lived in Lewisham, Blackheath,
Greenwich, Lee Green, Chislehurst and Sydenham.
| remember that our house in Sydenham was right
next to Penge East railway station, and we would
watch the Golden Arrow thunder past the end of
our garden. My grandparents rented a house in
Chislehurst just before the War. They wanted to
buy it, but as war was breaking out the landlord
decided not to sell it until the War was over, so we
had to move. | never saw the famous Chislehurst
caves.

Some of my earliest memories include visiting one
of Grandma’s friends and sitting with a dog
beneath the chenille cover over a piano; having



singing lessons when | must have been about five,
and every time | went high, the dog howled; and
then when | was even younger, my Grandma put
me in my doll’s pram and pushed me all the way
from Blackheath to New Cross to go to the
Magistrates Court to see if my father had paid in
some maintenance money.

| spent a year in hospital and a convalescent home
when | was about 6%2 years old. | was admitted to
have my tonsils out, but while recovering from the
operation my appendix perforated and then |
developed peritonitis. There was a further problem
when | suffered foot drop through being in bed for
so long, and | had to be taught to walk again. The
nurses made me walk alongside a table
concentrating on putting my foot down properly.
When | myself trained to be a nurse, we were
taught all about ‘hospital corners’ when making
beds — making a special pleat in the middle to stop
the bedding from pressing down on the feet and
causing foot drop. My problems did not end there.
There were outbreaks of dysentery and diphtheria
at the hospital, and | contracted dysentery and was



transferred to the Hospital for Infectious Diseases
at Shooters Hill. Finally, | was sent to a
convalescent home on Hayling Island run by nuns.
The only school lessons | had during all this time
were when | transferred to the convalescent home.

My family subscribed to the Hospital Savings
Association, which meant that three-quarters of the
cost of my care in hospital was covered. | wonder
how people managed without that kind of financial
support in those days before the National Health
Service was founded in 1948. The HSA still exists
but is now called Simply Health. | wonder what
would have happened if my family had not been
members of the HSA.

Then war was declared. We were living in Lee
Green at the time, and we were bombed out. |
was evacuated to Northampton when | was 10
years old. All the children were given a gas mask
and a label with their name, and we each had a
suitcase. When we got off the train, there was a
bus waiting to take us to New Duston. There was
a lady on the platform with a clipboard. She said



to one of the women waiting, ‘You said you would
take two children — here you are’, pointing
randomly at me and another. We lived near an
airfield in New Duston, and the local children
laughed at us when a plane went overhead and we
Londoners dropped flat on the ground. It was
frightening when we were living there to hear the
drone of the planes at night and see them coming
low across the sky on their way to bomb Coventry.
One of my memories of that time is of picking up
grain and heads of corn left on the ground after the
harvest. This reminds me of Millet’s famous
painting, ‘The Gleaners’, which shows poor people
who were not allowed to take from the harvested
stooks of corn but could collect what had fallen on
the ground. | gave the grain to someone who kept
chickens, who gave me some eggs in return.
When | returned to Lee Green, the Germans were
dropping buzz bombs, so | was evacuated again to
York, where | lived with an Anglo-Indian family. We
lived just outside the city walls. There were some
[talian prisoners of war held on Knavesmire, a
former racing circuit, and they used to watch us as
we played netball and hockey. | was



still in York on VE Day, 8 May 1945, and |
remember going to the cinema in York at about
that time and seeing a newsreel about the Nazi
concentration camps. | don’t think those films
were allowed to be shown to people as young as
me.

I have lots of other war-time memories. There was
the time | had to go to the off licence in the dark
with a big jug to be filled with beer. That reminds
me that the milkman used to fill a jug, too. Every
afternoon after lunch, we used to go straight out
into the Anderson shelter. The entrance was only
just big enough to let you go down the step inside,
and then you came face to face with a corrugated
iron screen propped up by sandbags so that
nothing could be blown into the shelter. One day
Grandma put a teapot down between the screen
and the door, and some shrapnel blew in and
shattered everything. It was so frightening; we
were clinging to one another. The firemen came
calling, and we then discovered that we could not
go back into our house as all the windows had
been blown out. And | remember seeing the sky at



night lit up by the fires around the docks in
London. My mother was working as a telephonist
at the Waldorf Hotel off The Strand and had to do
fire warden duties. She virtually lived there. One
day she took me to the cinema in Woolwich, close
to Woolwich Arsenal. There was an air raid on as
we came out. Guns were going off and shrapnel
was coming down like rain. What | mostly
remember about the war is being hungry and
terrified. | felt an awful twist in my stomach
whenever the sirens went off. There were two
different sounds, one warning of an air raid, the
other sounding the all clear. The sirens went off
one day when | was walking to a new school. We
all dived into the nearest shelter, and when the all
clear sounded | carried on to school. But there
was no-one else there, so | went home again.
There were months when | didn’t go to school;
schools were bombed but finding a new one was
not a priority.

My Mum remarried when | was about 10. My
stepfather was in the fire service and then went
into the Royal Navy during the war and served as a



Lieutenant on an Arctic minesweeper. He also
served as a gunnery instructor on Whale Island in
Portsmouth Harbour. This is the Navy’s oldest
shore-based training establishment. | still have my
stepfather’s war-time service medals. He was
awarded the 1939-45 Star, the France and
Germany Star, the Defence Medal and the War
Medal 1939-45. As a survivor of the food convoys,
he was invited by the Russians to one of their ports
on the North Sea for celebrations after the War.
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My stepfather as a Royal Navy officer



My stepfather was away so much that he and my
Mum lived separate lives. My Grandma carried on
bringing me up, because she felt that my
stepfather was not responsible for my upkeep and
she kept us apart. Mum never told me anything
about my father. My Grandma told me some
things, that he had had an affair, that he had
behaved traitorously and was ashamed of doing
so. He left and Mum never saw him again.
Grandma used to take me to see him, but she
never told Mum that she was doing so — it was a
time of secrets. | adored my mother but found her
difficult sometimes. She was very strict and sent
me to a boarding school very briefly during the
war, in Forest Row in East Sussex, near where my
sister-in-law now lives. | was very unhappy. It was
a 2-mile walk to the railway station to the school. |
remember one day falling into a whole bed of
stinging nettles. Mum died very suddenly from a
heart attack when she was 58. That was a great
shock.



Altogether | went to 11 different schools. Nothing
was the same in any school. Every time | moved, |
found that the school | had left was at a different
stage in the curriculum from the school | had
joined. | don’t think | learnt any science. (Perhaps
that’s not quite true: | do remember being taught
once to make soap. My mother had to provide the
lard for that lesson. She was furious!) On my first



