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MOTHERING SUNDAY 2020 

Two years ago I told you about my mum, Jane Barham. 

 

I had her violin (she had a love of music), a frying pan (she was a dreadful 
cook), and a pile of books (they say men marry someone like their mother …) 

 

This is her mum, my granny, Joan Hoskison (and, yes, that’s me) 
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Born 1914, so she lived through World War 1 and Spanish flu. Married Len, 
mother of Jane and Claire. Started work in 1944 when Claire went to school and 
grandad (Len) was still in the forces (I cannot imagine how you would cope, 
knowing your husband was at War). Started as a cleaner at Selwyn College, 
Cambridge (a three mile cycle ride from home). Cleaning the Senior 
Combination Room, where the Master and Fellows gathered. At the end of the 
War, many colleges purchased large houses to cope with the number of 
undergraduates wanting to study. Joan’s sister Dorrie and her husband went to 
23 Grange Road to manage that hostel - six years later they got the Council 
House they had been waiting for, and Joan and Len moved in. The flat had two 
large rooms, a kitchen, bathroom and a tiny bedroom. Joan and Len had a bed in 
the living room, Jane in the sitting room, Claire had the small bedroom (and I 
look at the size of the Vicarage). But, out of term time, they could use most of 
the house. 9 undergraduates (all male), grandad went out to work, granny 
cleaned, washed up and made the beds. Mum remembered one fondue party the 
students had, and the mess she and granny had to clear up the following 
morning - solidified cheese everywhere! She also had to ensure all the men 
were home by 10 pm and lock the doors. (Not an easy job in the 1960s when 
students were starting to rebel).  

I have some memories of the house. I remember granny’s anger when my 
brother and I, and my cousins Ruth and John, thought it would be fun to flood 
grandad’s greenhouse. I remember staying with granny and grandad and hearing 
the students coming back from Hall. I remember being driven to an old people’s 
home in Linton to see Ethel (my great-grandmother).  

Granny died in 1972 when I was 10 (and she was 58, the same age I am now - 
sobering thought). They had been planning to retire, but she had cancer, and 
died in the flat. The College authorities cared for them, the Chaplain was a 
regular visitor (he was Bob Hardy, who later went on to be Bishop of Lincoln, 
and is now retired to Carlisle, regularly taking services in the parish church of 
my friend Clare, the one whose son is Head Chorister of Carlisle Cathedral - it’s 
a small world). I remember that I wasn’t keen on going to her funeral, and my 
dad said “you’ll have to go to a funeral sometime, best that the first one you 
come to is one where your family are surrounding you” (I often quote him). I 
wish she’d been alive when I went to Selwyn College as one of the 
undergraduates.  
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These are my other grandparents - Albert and Frances Barham. He died in 1965 
so I don’t remember him - he was supplies officer for Addenbrooke’s Hospital 
in Cambridge, and Hannah recalled him the other week at a talk she gave there. 
You can watch it at 

https://www.facebook.com/cambridgeuniversityhospitals/videos/880877729018
541?vh=e&d=n 

I remember the Nana who smoked, the nana we’d often go to on a Saturday 
morning, and the Nana who came to see us on the bus one day, didn’t get off in 
our village, and arrived two hours later having been to the terminus at 
Biggleswade and back. I also remember her biscuit tin, with this picture of 
London on the side (the internet is amazing, I’ve just been transported back 50 
years!).  
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We would drive past the house on Victoria Avenue where she had lived, with 
her children Derrick, Thelma, and Jeffrey (my dad). During the War they had 
had a couple of evacuees, after the War they would rent out two rooms to 
students from Queens’ College. Every week dad would earn his pocket money 
by cycling to College to take the gate bill - every evening Nana had recorded 
what time the students had got in. One young man was caught climbing in the 
cellar window having missed the 10 pm deadline - he had to be reported to his 
tutor, and was gated for the rest of the term, he had to be in by 8. Another 
student was gated when caught by the Proctor playing his trumpet in the 
Pickerel public house, a pub that was on the banned list for undergraduates.  

Unfortunately my later memories of Nana are sad. She would have a final 
cigarette of the day before she went to sleep, but one night failed to extinguish 
it. I remember the police coming to our house (we had no phone) and dad 
driving off to the hospital. I remember mum commenting how fortunate we 
were (we are) in living in a country where, when the police knock on the door at 
midnight, they have come to help. I remember the relatives’ room at the Burns 
Unit in London, and a visit to Addenbrooke’s on Christmas Day.  

I think it was at Nana’s funeral when we were following the hearse to the 
Crematorium. There had been an escape from the court cells, and there was a 
road block as we drove out of Cambridge. They waved the hearse through, and 
then stopped us. “Excuse me, Sir, would you mind telling me where you’re 
going?” said the policeman. “Following that hearse” said dad. Profuse apologies 
from the policeman. 

 

So 

 amazing women in my past (and in my present) 
 my grandparents coped with so much 
 I am very glad rules have changed, that young people have more freedom 

- but I also know Nana and Granny both kept an eye on their students. Do 
our universities care as much about their young people today, in a world 
where student accommodation is run by private companies whose first 
job is to make money? 

 the Colleges cared for their staff. Granny may only have been a hostel 
keeper, or a cleaner - but they were valued. In today’s crisis, make sure 
the people doing the invisible jobs are being cared for and protected - if 
you are involved in a business, have you asked whether your cleaner 
(whose job may well have been contracted out) is still being paid?  
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 we need a sense of community (and generosity) to get through this crisis - 
we need to arrange how we will do the Food Bank Collection in a couple 
of weeks’ time (Mike and Shirley, quite understandably, are not able to 
do it this month, and we have other logistics we need to sort). In the 
meantime, you can always make a donation of cash to the Hope Centre on 
sort code 60 05 16, account number 19562160 - or give them a ring on 
01332 341189 and see how else you can help. 

 faith was part of their lives. I think Albert was churchwarden of St 
Andrew’s in Chesterton - 
http://www.northernvicar.co.uk/2018/03/01/chesterton-cambridge-st-
andrew/ - although I don’t remember Nana going anywhere in her later 
years. Granny would not have gone to the Chapel at Selwyn - as a 
College servant it was not her place (except for the staff Carol service 
every year), but I do remember her bible and prayer book beside her bed 
in her final illness. There are many people in this crisis who would not 
normally have been in church today, but who will be saying their prayers 
(and I have no doubt God answers those prayers). Do make people aware 
of all the resources that are available, through our website and elsewhere 

 Keep praying, loving and caring - perhaps in 50 years’ time our 
grandchildren will be telling our stories  
 

Here’s a prayer by Bernard Thorogood (SPCK Book of Christian Prayers, page 
387) 

 
Motherhood was never easy, 
not for Mary, not for us. 
There’s longing in it, waiting, pain, 
hard work and tight budgets. 
But you, creating God, come that way, 
lighting with glory the bond of trust and humble devotion. 
Speak to us, God, through our mothers [and grandmothers] 
that we may know your steadfast love. Amen.  
 
 
 
Peter Barham, 21 March 2020 


