Marsh Hill
Dear Mrs. Wilmot, 
With reference to your letter of 23rd July, I was born on 30th August 1931 at 4/6 Hanley Street, off Summer Lane, Birmingham. My maiden name being Florence Marjorie Payne, now White. My sister, Irene Mary Payne, now Mercer, is 3 years my senior. 
Due to difficulties with my father, mother was left to cope when I was three years old. My sister and I began school at St George's, Tower Street, Aston. I was just about 4 1/2 years when I began my schooling. We were, as they would call us today, underprivileged or deprived. 
My sister had some degree of brittle bone disease, and I remember her being in a basket bed on wheels, something like a basket chair. I was a very sickly child and at three years was in Selly Oak Hospital with a mastoid. I also suffered with anaemia and constant kidney infections. 
In 1936, both my sister and I were transferred to the Open-Air School, Marsh Hill, Erdington, Birmingham. We travelled each day by bus from Summer Lane to the bottom of The Ridgeway, which is almost at the start of Marsh Hill, and we walked the remainder of the journey to the school. We were supplied with coloured tokens of various denominations for our bus fare. 
On arrival, we would be met by staff and taken to the shower room, stripped of our own clothes and given a shower. I have had a phobia of showers ever since. The shower basins were sunk into the floor and there was always a scrubbing brush and a bar of red soap that smelt of carbolic. The water was always either red hot or stone cold, no happy medium. The Spartan procedure probably a little different to how it would have been in the 1950s. 
After showering, we then dressed in what I can only call school uniform, which consisted of a short-sleeved cotton-flowered dress and pants to match in either green or blue. In winter, a pullover was added, either bottle green or navy. I quite liked the dresses. 
The classrooms were on either side of the building with a large playground in the middle and the offices and other rooms such as medical room and showers to one end and the other side of the square opened to a grassed area. 
The schoolrooms were numbered from one upwards. They were glass-sided, much like patio doors, where the windows could be slid back in dry weather. 
On top of the ground floor were other classrooms, etc., but on top of the schoolroom No.1 was the large open-sided veranda covered with camp beds, one grey blanket and a pillow to each bed. Every afternoon after dinner, the children, especially the younger ones, were to lie down, even if not sleep, for one hour or thereabouts, and woe betide if you talked or sat up. The teacher on duty would bellow “Lie down! and go to sleep, how on earth do you expect to regain your strength if you are always on the move? “
My sister and I, due to my mother's circumstances, had free meals. I am not sure about everyone else. The meals were adequate and palatable, although I was a poor eater anyway and disliked Greens apart from Peas. 
I remember well, one occasion, when the class I was in was taking singing lessons, the teacher on one occasion, divided the children into two groups: boys on one side of the class and girls on the other side. On testing out each group, she shouted that someone was singing with a very low voice in the girls' section. To my dismay, she pointed her finger directly at me and told me to join the boys' group. I was in tears and for the rest of the lesson barely uttered a sound. In later life, however, I spent many years singing soprano in a choir, giving concerts and raising money for charity. 
On another occasion, we were putting on some kind of show. I know that quite a number of us little ones were to be dressed as chickens, I believe. 
Somehow, I didn't approve of the way the teacher had made the beaks and how they were to be worn. I piped up with my own idea, saying “we should wear a hat with a beak at the front.” I always seemed to be doing the wrong thing. I didn't dislike my time at the school, but had rather mixed feelings about my stay there, which lasted until September 1939 at the outbreak of World War II. 
Prior to our leaving, discussions had taken place with parents as to who would like to be evacuated to Australia. Quite a number went, however, my mother would not let us go anywhere without her, so we stayed in Birmingham. The council offered mother a fairly new council house at 1 Broomhill Road, Perry Common, Erdington, Birmingham. She accepted and we moved to a new state school at Hastings Road, Perry Common. This ended our stay at Marsh Hill. 
I do hope this is useful to you. My memories do not stretch to the teachers' names, etc. I remember that a lady who was in charge was referred to as Matron. 
As for anything that would support this, i.e. photos, etc. The only photo I have taken during my time at Marsh Hill was when I went to convalescent home at Malvern after a three-month stay in the Children's Hospital, Birmingham, suffering with mastoids on both ears. The convalescent home was newly built and money for this came from Lord and Lady Sumner. In the photograph you will see both Lord and Lady Sumner and Mr and Mrs Canning, Mayor and Mayoress of Birmingham at that time. 
I am the little girl that presented the bouquet to Lady Sumner and being held by her. My dress was made by my mother for the occasion and was cornflower blue and I wore patent black shoes. It was a very special day for me, one that I have never forgotten. I enclose a copy of this and a more recent one. I do hope I haven't bored you and that my remarks can be of some small use. 
Kindest regards.
