MOVING HOUSE
Before I came to live in South Mimms I had already moved house four times with my family, and I had helped my Mother move twice.  Each time we had the opportunity to get rid of surplus stuff, and sometimes we even took that opportunity, though not always.  At the same time our family grew in size.  Consequently with each move we seemed to need a bigger removal van.  And each move meant we had to find more space to put all the junk we had carefully packed up, and never got round to unpacking.

Later on our parents and an aunt died, and houses had to be emptied.  My Mother had been very good about getting rid of stuff.  My Mother-in-law less so, though she had taken care to burn all the letters from her stormy youth (which would have made sensational reading – the spoil-sport!).  But my aunt really took the biscuit!  When I and my cousins came to empty her modest bungalow, we had a field day.  I said “modest”, but she had boarded out all the loft, and it’s amazing what you can get into a hidey-hole like that.  We discovered the remnants of at least five other house moves of family members – her parents (twice); her great aunts in Stamford Hill; her other great aunts from their cottage up the road; and her grandparents from sixty years ago.

My cousin hired a skip.  Another cousin built a huge bonfire. Seven adults and five children worked hard for two weekends, and selected what they wanted to remember their aunt by: the rest was disposed of.  I think some of these relics would make a good recipe for a reality TV programme, a sort of downmarket  Antiques Roadshow.  So what did we gain (apart from useful stuff like towels and sheets)?  

· An egg-cosy made of felt in the shape of a green and white penguin, with WI embroidered in red across its tummy. 

· A pottery blackbird (singing) to hold up the centre of a pie crust.

· Assorted flower vases, including a pottery log for little posies, 

· A picnic case, covered in green rexine, equipped with four plates, cups and saucers, cutlery sets, a thermos and sandwich boxes.

· Another egg-cosy, knitted in the shape of a lady in a crinoline.

· A circular lace jug cover, weighted with beads, to keep flies off.

· Yet another felt egg-cosy, in the shape of a cheeky 1920’s urchin.

One of the great aunts, Aunt Lottie, had been a missionary in the 1930’s in China.  She’d had an exciting life, going out first during the Great War. 

Her boat was torpedoed by a German submarine in the Mediterranean, so she had to cable from Cairo to her father for money and replacement clothes.  When she and her sisters died, their things were stored, not thrown away.  We found (and kept):

· Various scrolls of Bible texts, written in Chinese characters for display in the mission school.

· Bolts of Chinese fabric (possibly silk), never made up into dresses.

· Tiny miniature figures of men playing chess or sitting drinking.

· Wafer thin porcelain cups and saucers (pretty, but not valuable – and very fragile – only two cups survived the move).
Aunt Lottie’s mission was very poor, so I’m sure these things have only curiosity value.  

After my parents-in-law died, we found another accumulation of house moves over the last century to get rid of, or (madly) to store at home.  Some of this was beautiful and tasteful (examples of Clarice Cliffe and Susie Cooper china from the 1930’s).  Some, more bizarre (a tin opener shaped like a bull’s head and tail, which Granny used to use for breaking up treacle – with devastating effects of flying shrapnel).  

My Father-in-law, who had an interesting Second World War, had brought back trophies of the advance into Germany: two Mainzer Doppelrader glass beer mugs, marked to hold 4/20 litre!  (The froth was still on the mugs when he took them from the German command post in Ostend!); a copy of Mein Kampf inscribed as a gift from the state to a happy pair of newly-weds (Father was the very opposite of a fascist); and two Japanese prints, presumably looted from some museum, or possibly a Jewish family sent to Auschwitz.  My wife had a friend whose father brought back antiques and art works from the war in North Africa and Italy.  She used to wish her Father had had taste like that!   However, Father was never investigated and asked to return stolen art works...

What we find when moving house!  But now I need to find space for more books.  And do I really need three mixing bowls and four rolling pins? Or four cut glass fruit salad bowls?   In the end, do I want to lumber my children with all this, when they clear up after me?

William Marsterson.  November 2010

r

