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THE VICARAGE CHILDREN
R e v i e w s

A Story of Childhood in River, near Dover, Kent 1907 -  1923 
S. S. G. HALE

jNmety-year-old Violet Townend has just completed her memoirs, of her child- 
hood in River from 1907 to 1923, a simple account which will give the reader an 
hour’s enjoyment and a glimpse of life in the early years of this century.

Violet’s father, the Rev. Douglas Alner Townend, had “a fairly adequate income 
in those days”. The family kept a few servants and the children attended a private day 
school in Temple Ewell. The Rev. Townend was also vicar of Guston, which went 
with River in those days, and had to walk up Whitfield Hill and then bicycle to Guston 
to run the services there.

Although this document is only thirty-two pages long, it is much more important 
than it seems. Children will relate to many of the anecdotes. Some things never 
change. Teenagers will respond to the vicarage children’s aspirations and frustrations, 
but will find incomprehensible their acceptance of parental authority and the 
limitations of class and circumstance. The war (1914-18) brought some temporary 
excitement but there was really little change in River from 1907 to 1923.

The print run of The Vicarage Children was only 175 copies, obtainable at £6.50 
only from the publisher or from Miss Townend’s niece, Catherine Budgett-Meakin, 
31 Cholmeley Lodge, Highgate, London N6 5EN. My feeling is that every local 
library and school should have a copy but even now you may be too late -  so if you 
are fortunate enough to have bought a copy, hang on to it.

Violet Townend, m b e , T h e  V ic a r a g e  C h il d r e n , London, Budgett-Meakin,©1994

to play concerts in Kearsney Abbey gardens. The programme is traditional: footlight 
favourites, soldiers of the Queen, sea shanties (a touch of Sousa), ending with ‘Star 
Wars’ — good solid stuff for background music. And so last year I was surprised to 
hear the strains of classical music at the last concert of the season. The Betteshanger 
Welfare Band conducted by maestro Fred Thompson were offering something 
different— no footlight favourites or Star Wars but a presentation of pieces not usually

summer months the Dover District Council hires four local ‘brass’ bands



found in bandstand repertoires. When I teased the musicians during the interval they 3*? 
explained that as it was the last concert of the season they were playing what they liked.
The rest of theprogramme included ‘Aces High’, ‘Girl in Satin’ by Leroy Anderson, 
and The Thunderbirds Theme played with enthusiasm, sensitivity and panache.

As they played normal ball games continued, people strolled about and a faithful 
few near the band applauded dutifully. The weather was uncertain so few people were 
there — but they were listening — virtually all of them.

Earlier in the season, during the Dover Festival, as I entered Kearsney Abbey I 
heard Japanese koto music and expected to see Nipponese musclemen stripped to the 
waist, wearing white headbands smashing hell out of vertically-mounted huge 
drums. Therefore I was surprised to see half a dozen kids determinedly thumping 
empty paint barrels suspended from a huge wooden rod. The leader of this band said 
it was koto music, in which he had been trained. He had also been a cathedral 
chorister and the leader of a rock band called The Urban Strawberry Lunch. The 
Lunch had made a record which sold well in Sweden but when the popularity bubble 
burst they had been reduced to living in a squat from which all their instruments had 
been stolen. After that they improvised with paint barrels and plastic sewage pipes. 
Since appearing on TV they had been in constant demand — eating regularly — and 
had been hired by Dover DC for a festival workshop. The program concluded with 
Bach’s Tocata played on sewage pipes with flexible table tennis bats.

Neither of the above performances was well attended because of poor publicity
(and rainy weather). ©  1995 S.S.G.HALE

BACK TO THE MELTING POT
The Future of Local Government
S i r  J o h n  B a n h a m , t h e  C h a ir m a n  o f  t h e  L o c a l  G o v e r n m e n t  C o m m is s io n , 

has resigned/been sacked and Kent is one of the areas up for reconsideration. 
The status quo for Dover will remain but the formerly proposed and formerly 
rejected unitary authorities for North Kent are to be reconsidered.

The Dover Society Committee is telling John Gummer that its democratic 
decision stands, that it deplores the further delay and costs (the new inquiry 
will not start until July), that the shrunken County Council would have less 
resources, implying cuts in services, and that the voice of Kent in relation to 
the Pas de Calais would be weakened.


