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April 17,1961

Dear IEpric,

Your letter was indeed a surprise, and a very pleasant one, It's now
nearly half a century since we last saw each other, and (as the saying goes) a
lot of water has gone over the old mill dam since then. As I mentioned to lirs.
Ross, the only one of my boyhood chums in Hythe whom I ever saw again was George
Smith. :

You ask about myself, As you know, my Dad got a tr .S er to the Canadian army in
1913, and away we went., Dad made his home in Halifax N.S,, where he was attached
to the garrison staff; but in the summers he and other instructors traveled
across Camada, giving courses in rifle and machine-gun operation. He was in the
West on one of these tours uhepe when War One broke out, and went overseas with
the 1st Canadian Divislon in September 'i4. IHe was wounded at Ypres in the
spring of '15, and we saw him briefly that summer, when he came home on cone
valescent leave. le went back to the same regiment (Wimnipeg Rifles), was wounded
again near Vimy in '17, received the command of the regiment that winter, and
was killed in the dash through the German lines at Amiens in August '18.

- Veanwhile things had been happening in Halifax, notably a terrific explosion in
the harbour in Djcember '17, which wrecked the northern half of the city and
killed about 2,000 people, My school became the emergency morgue. OCur home was
badly shattercd -- no doors or windows, and all the plaster shaken off the walls -
but like other survivors we had to make it do through the winter weather. ly
mother was cut by flying glass, and so was I; my Hythe-born sisters Nellle and
Winnie got off without a mark, and so did the baby Hilda, born in Halifax in *14.

There was no school for wonths; andby the time school opened again I was too
restless for anything like that. I was 4in wy 15th year, so I enlisted for sea
service, ziving my age as 18. Took a course in wireless telegraphy and made one
or two voyages in transports in the liorth Atlantic. Got my discharge in the
summer of 119, and went into the Canadlan merchant service. On a2 voyage to
London in %20 I looked up Ceorge Smith, his mother and sisters Alleen and
Margery. George and I had some fun together in theatres and pubs, and parted
late one night in Trafalger Square -- my ship was lying at Woolwich and sailing
about daylight. :

George was then working in a London bank, and hating it. Soon afterwards he
went to Australia. Ve corresponded in a fitful memner over the years. I still
have an account of his wedding and a photo of himself and his Australian wife.
I haven't heard from him for many years now.

After some sea service I spent a year or two on Canadian coastal wireless stations,
mostly in isolated spots like Sable Island (which long afterwards I called

"Marina Island" in a novel, "The Nymph and The me“.? By that time I'd "had

it" as far as telegraphy was concerned. I chucked it, returmed to Halifax, and
took a course in business accounting. The times were tough, and the only Job

I could get was in a small wood-pulp mill in the backwoods of western lNova Scotia,
I intended to stay o year or so, to get some experience in this new line before
trying again for a job in Halifax,



However, things didn't work out that way, I'd never been in the bush before,
and I took to it like a duck to water. In those days the hunting and fishing
were marvellous in these parts «- plenty of salmon and trout, moose, deer,
wild ducks and geese, partridges, hares and so on. I spent most of my week-ends
and vacations roving about the lMersey River bushland, on foot and by canoe.

I married a llova Seotia girl in '27 and (like all husbands) soon discovered
that two {not to mention three or four) cannot live as a cheap as one.

I got a somewhat better job with a new paper mill at the river mouth (Iiverpool,
where I still live) but you know what the 1930'§ were like everywhere. I had

to increase ry income somehow, s0 I began to write short stories, using my
experiences at see and in the woods, and ny hobby of Canadian history. I soon
found that it was a tough game, with a small market and lots of competitiom.
Also I had & lot to learn., After a time ny tales began to appear fairly regule
larly in Blaclwood's lMagazine and one or two of the leading Canadian and
American magazines, John Duchan (afterwerds lord Tweedsmuir) noticed them,
encouraged me to bring out a book of short stories, and wrote a foreword for
it. This was 1939 - my first book.

By that time another war was uwpon us., I was still on the sunny side of forty
and in good physical condition, but when I applied for service in the Canadian
lavy (quoting my old ¥W/T experience) the recruiting staff looked at my bald
dome and grey {ringe - and turned me dowm. Iventvally I turned to the army
and got a comrission in a reserve battalion of the Yest Nowva Scotia Regiment,
which had e bettalion on active service overseas, ilowever I couldn't get across
the water, and served my time commanding & yrifle platoon on coastal patrols
and training duties, 2 very dull business,

This gave me some spere time for writing, end T pegred awey at it whenever I

got a chance, After army discharge I went at it full time, and « t0 cut a long
story short «- I've done quite well as a novelist and historien. Have published
sixteen books mSmkwimek altogether, in addition to a good many magazine articles
and tales. My son, Tom Jr., is a dentist, and is setting up a new practice

here in Liverpool this sumer, My daughter Frances is the wife of a doctor who
has just taken over 2 practice in loncton, New Byrunswick, !My wife and I seldom
find ourselves alone for long, whot with visite from children and grand-children.
My sisters Wimnnie and Hilda ere living in Halifax., Nellie is the wife of a
nining engineer in Alabama, !y mother died a few years ago.

In %58 my wife and I took a trip to England and the continent. Stayed some days
in Hythe (at the old White Hart in High Street) exploring the place and calling
up old memories. The School of lMusketry seemed pretty much the way I remembered
it, althouzh the old married quarters where I was born vanished long ago. The
0ld Lectuwre Hall (where, if vou'll remewber, we used to have concerts and
pantowimes) is now & chapel. There is a2 small rmseun where I think the medical
quarters used to be; the caretaker hunted amongst a lot of old staff photos

and came up with one showin: my Dad and some others, taken in 1908.

St. Leonard's School looked very familiar, and I met CGilbert lMolyneux, son of
the head master in my time there. Unfortunately he'd suffered head injuries in
a motor accident some years before, and couldn't remember much of his school
days. I found Dad's name on the Hythe war memorial beside the canal. Incid-
entally the canal, a noble stream in my boyhood memories, didn't look half as
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big in 1958} == and just beyond the School of Musketry it dwindled into a mere
ditch in the marshes. I suppose in the course of nearly fifty years it must
have filled in a lot. I went by the narrowegauge railway to Dymchurch, where
the S, of !, families used to go by char-a-bancs on sumer picnics. But nothing
there looked familiar -- new sumer bungalows and caravans all over the place.
And of course the little railway itself had been built since the Raddalls left
lIythe for Canada,

As I walked about Hythe I found that a lot of forgotten things and scenes came
back very clearly, Thus I was able to go to the place on Uymehurch Road and again
on Fort Road where my family lived at varicus times after leaving the old
married quarters in the 3chocl. I traveled the old path from the end of Fort
Road across the Green to St. Leomard's School, found a bunch of small boys
*alayﬂng football (any ome of whom might have been you or me at that age) on

the Green, under the supervision of a master. I struck up a chat with the master.
He a&a}d alwost at once, "Tou're 2 Canadian, and from your accent I'd say from
Nova Scotia". I was astonished wntil he explained that during War Two he'd been
posted for a time to an R.AWF. training camp in Nova 3eotia.

The old Gate and Duke's Head and Red Lion pubs looked as I'd remembered them.
We used to buy sweets from a confectioner named Keeler, across the canal bridge
from the Red Liony and now I found a Keeler still doing business at the old
stande Do you remember & man named "Twiggy" Blackman who used to push a fish
barrow about the streets, crying his wares? I noticed a sign, " A. Blackman

& Co,, Wholesale & Retail Fish Merchants", and I presume this was Twiggy and/or
his descendants.

Cne thine Ilve been trying to zet straight in my mind. In the summer of 1911
or '12 we were living in what was then called the Uew larried Quarters, a block
of small apartments, covered ocutside with a crean-coloured stucco, on the
Dymchureh Road. There were open fields, dotted here and there with trees, behind
these quarters, and beyond them the bald shingle of the rifle ranges. That
summer & large party of R.E's put up a tent camp in the ficlds. They were a
balloon company, and they proceeded to inflate two or three in the middle of
the camp, Later ome of them rose high above the rifle ronges, dangling a target
at a considerable distance below, The target was either a2 miniature aeroplane
or a large canvas frame with an aceroplane painted on it. The troops on the
range were instructed to fire at the "aerm];am“ It was the British Army's
first attewpt at anti-aircreft fire, althauc,h that phrase hadn't been invented
yet. The whole thing was a farce, and I remember my Dad laughing about it.
In the first place, firing at 2 motionless object in midecir was the worst
possible training for infantry hoping to cope with moving aircraft. In the
second plagce there was the soldiers' sense of humowr —- sooner or late someone
was bound to shift his aim %o that nice fat balloon; and he did. The R.E.'s
patched the ballooan and sent 4t up 2g@in, but the same thing happened, and
after a time the enginmeers packed up and went back to Farnmborough.

the
Can you remember this affair, or/talk of your parents about it?

Another thing I remember, but can't find a date for, was & flight of aeropiams
at Vestenhanger. liy parents took me there, and there was a great crowd for the
show. I can sté®l see the planes skimming about, barely above the tree tops,
and one of them falling, and the pilot jumping out (sans parachite). Do you
recall anything about this?

XSO~
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