DOWN MEMORY LANE

This summer I bought a season ticket for the Albert Hall Proms (again). But I’m beginning to find the effort of getting there by public transport - and even worse getting back - more than a bit tiring.  It could have something to do with recovering from an operation; it is more likely just me getting older.  So sometimes I used the car (shock horror, for the Green lobby), which reduced my journey home time from one and a half to just three quarters of an hour.  I found a way of avoiding the huge road works at Knightsbridge, by driving through St Johns Wood and Notting Hill, and then through Kensington.  And on the way I found my memory being jogged by the buildings and places I passed.

Reaching High Street Kensington, I noticed the recently refurbished Gap store.  It used to be the old Derry and Toms building.  This refurbishment was done about ten years ago, and my son Thomas (who used to serve at St Giles Church and was one of the band of ringers) was 
a Junior Assistant Building Project Manager for the refurbishment.  He had a number of tales 
to tell about this formative experience.

For a start off, he found he had to deal with just about everything on site, in no planned order.  If a tradesman had an accident, dropped a ton of bricks on his toe for instance, Tom had to cope.  Get the man medical assistance; work out what the effect would be on the project timetable; find a replacement, and so on.  One day, an official from the London Borough of Kensington and Chelsea paid him a visit.  Why was there a skip parked on the High Street without planning permission?   Didn’t he know that the company was in breach of regulations?  So Tom pointed to the file of letters he had written getting said permission, and the signed copy giving permission, and asked the official just what he thought he was doing.  Now my son was, as I said, a very Junior Assistant Project Manager, newly qualified in fact (with Distinction), and he found the experience deeply satisfying.  

But he had other satisfying experiences too.  The project, as projects will, hit a problem and was in danger of running late.  So he took advantage of the presence of a lot of Eastern European labour on site.  In fact he often wondered just what these migrant labourers made of it all.  One day he looked at one of the Croatians, busy on a mobile phone, and thought “you’re a lucky so-and-so: a couple of years ago you were having bombs chucked at you in Bosnia, and here you are with a smarter mobile than mine!”  Anyway, in order to get round this problem he called the foreman of the Russian contingent.  He explained what needed doing, and asked him to carry on.  In no time the job was finished.  He hadn’t supplied any of the materials, knowing that the Russians would fix it.  Apparently some other local building site was now the poorer for a quantity of concrete and other stuff.  He hadn’t asked them to do anything illegal, you understand - just to carry on.

In the event the store was finished in good time, and Tom was moved on to the Gap store in Oxford Street, which was running late.  And that one came in on time too.  I suspect that he learned these skills at St Giles.  It’s pretty necessary for altar processions to be well organised and calibrated, and it’s absolutely vital, a matter of personal safety even, that bell ringers know what to do with their ropes, and when to come in on time.

Moving on from High Street Ken, when the traffic allowed, I found myself passing another part of my past: Prince of Wales Terrace, opposite Kensington Gardens.  I spent my first six months there, since my parents had an attic flat in one of the grand houses there.  When they married in 1939, my parents lived in Queensgate Place Mews (near where I was going to park to get to the Albert Hall).   They moved away from London with family to escape the Blitz.  In 1944 they moved back to Kensington, to rent this modest flat (I shudder to think what it would cost now), and just after the end of the War I was born.  Eventually they found a small house in Woolwich, when I was about a year old, and so they left Kensington, though my Mother retained pleasant memories, and occasionally took me shopping there when I was small.  I do remember visiting friends they made in Prince of Wales Terrace: I would have been about ten.  It all seemed very grand, even after about eight flights of stairs.  

My parents didn’t live in Kensington long, and in a sense this isn’t really part of my memory, 
but rather family history.  But it was nostalgic seeing it on those evenings this summer when 
I drove to the concerts.                                                 William Marsterson.  September 2008

