A Pulverbatch Summer - by Leslie Marr

Artist Leslie Marr recalls the happy months he spent in a Shropshire village which
persuaded him to give up a promising career as a documentary film-maker and return to
his first love, painting.

In the early 1960s | was living in London and working for a documentary film company.
After the war | had been to art school and since then had lived in a dilapidated studio in
Hampstead, but World Wide Pictures had made me one of those offers which one can't
refuse, largely because they wanted to use my studio for film work, and | found myself

working on a terribly dull film about detergents.

However, | had recently bought a new car, and had an overwhelming desire to do some
painting again, and my thoughts turned to the part of Shropshire, which | had visited in the
middle of winter in 1954 and had painted in the snow. | had in fact first become acquainted
with the Shropshire Hills in the 1930s when, as a boy at Shrewsbury School, | had been
allowed to cycle into the countryside on Sunday afternoons.

So | set off from London one Friday evening and the following morning stopped outside an
old inn in a little village called Castle Pulverbatch. A creaking inn-sign showed a rather
faded white horse, and, beside the front door, there was a poem inscribed on a piece of
wood and referred to as "old doggerel™:

Cathercott upon the hill,
Wilderley down in the dale.
Churton for pretty girls,
Pulverbatch for good ale.

The front door opened into a parlour
where there was a huge coal fire
burning in an early Victorian cast-iron
grate, flanked by an oven and hot
water tank. The room itself was
obviously much older, there were
exposed beams everywhere, not
surprisingly painted black and
adorned with twinkling horse-brasses
in the olde worlde tradition.

There was an old two-seater settle,
and several ancient and claw-marked
arm chairs, mostly occupied by
sleeping cats, | learnt later that the inn
supported 23 cats in all, and a young
black labrador with a very shiny coat
was lying in front of the fire.

In one of the chairs a plump middle-aged woman, wearing an old black dress, was
smoking and drinking coffee. It was a shabby room, but the general impression was one of
comfort, friendliness, and warmth. | rather timidly asked if | could stay for the weekend.



"Yes," said the lady in the black dress, "of course you can", and | was shown upstairs to a
very pleasant room with more black beams and a huge double bed, which seemed to be
drowning beneath an excessive pile of miscellaneous bedclothes.

| spent a most enjoyable weekend. | painted a landscape, which pleased me, and my
hostess, Mrs Roberts, made me very welcome. | felt immediately at ease with her, and she
kept me entertained with bursts of zany eccentricity. | made friends with her dog too and
took him out for a long walk.

Back in London | plodded on with the World Wide Pictures project, thinking frequently
about The White Horse Inn, and waiting impatiently for my next visit. The M1 motorway
had recently opened, and | found that | could do the journey to Pulverbatch in my new
Citroen in just three hours, hitting a hundred miles an hour sometimes, quite legally in
those days. This meant that | could leave London at five o'clock on a Friday night, and be
at the White Horse in time for dinner, and a six o'clock start on Monday morning got me
back to work at nine.

The more weekends | spent at Pulverbatch, the more | was convinced that | HAD to return
to painting full-time, and that Pulverbatch was where | needed to live in order to get going
again, particularly as | was fascinated by the surrounding countryside.

Eventually the film was finished, and a party was held for the preview. The next day | was
summoned to the office and told that now we were going to make three more films, about
manufacture of soap, essential oils and fats, and ground nuts. | gave in my notice. They
seemed surprised. "There's a real future for you as a director of scientific films", they said.
| said, "I'm sorry but | have to go back to painting. And, as a matter of fact, I've had soap
up to here".

Later, | was surprised to hear that our film had won an award in Belgrade for the best
documentary. | could only think that it must have been the only entry.

Very soon | was back in Pulverbatch, this time intent on finding a suitable place to live in
the neighbourhood. | was hoping to find an empty cottage to rent, but when | mentioned it
to Mrs Roberts she said: "Would you like to live here? John is leaving, you can have his
room if you like". John was the oddjob man who "lived in". | soon learnt the bizarre
circumstances of his departure. Mrs. Roberts had told him to light the kitchen stove, and
John had gone to the fire in the parlour with a bucket and a small shovel, intending to take
some live coals to get it started. Mrs. Roberts noticed that he had got a PLASTIC bucket,
and shouted: "John you bloody fool, put that down". Stung by this attack he shouted back:
"You need someone to look at your head, you do", and put some red hot coals into the
bucket, which went straight through the bottom and set one of the chairs on fire. Mrs
Roberts then hit him with a poker, whereupon he gave in his notice. | heard later that he
was very surprised that Mrs Roberts had not apologised and begged him to stay.

There was only a bed in John's little room, and, when he realised that he was not going to
stay he removed it. "Go to Shrewsbury auction Leslie," said Mrs Roberts. "You'll find
anything you need there, and very cheap”. The auction was held in the old market building
in the centre of the town. | went along next auction day, and for the sum of £10 | bought; a
bed, a mattress, two imitation leather armchairs, an antique ladder-back chair, a Georgian
chest of drawers with an antique mirror, two large tables, a blanket box containing china
and cutlery, including about a dozen willow-pattern plates, an antique camera, and several



boxes of fisherman's flies. Bidding for the wrong lot by mistake also provided me with a
collection of ladies' handbags. Another £2 paid for delivery by lorry the same day.

Next to my new bedroom was a big empty storeroom, which Mrs Roberts had said | could
have as a studio. It was in a bad state of repair, a window was broken and most of the
ceiling was hanging down. We 'phoned the local builder who arrived promptly the next
morning, repaired the window, and fixed the ceiling. When | mentioned how nice it would
be to have a skylight, he said: "All right, where do you want it and how big?" He arrived the
following day with the framework made in their workshop, fitted it and put the glass in. The
total bill for the "instant studio” was £100.

I lived at The White Horse Inn for nearly a year. It was one of the most enjoyable, relaxed
and productive periods of my life.

As | was occupying the oddjob man's room rent free | felt obliged to do a few chores for
Mrs Roberts, and sometimes served in the bar, which was fun. | also exercised Rex the
labrador, and we became firm friends, Rex often sleeping in one of my armchairs when |
was working in the studio. If | forgot to latch my bedroom door at night he would come in,
get up on the bed, and lie with his head beside mine on the pillow.

| was also disturbed by various cats jumping in through the open window until | stopped
this little game with a piece of wire netting. It is sometimes said that pets resemble their
owners, and Rex was a prime example, being just as eccentric and irrepressible as his
mistress.

Mrs Roberts tried to keep him in, and, when she remembered, would tie him to a 56 pound
weight, which he would drag about slowly, tripping people up and tangling the rope round
the furniture. However, whenever he could he took off on sprees. On one such occasion
he came back with half a lamb, and another time he came into the parlour with a live rat in
his mouth, and with a deft toss of the head, threw it up in the air to land in the middle of a
group of drinkers by the fire. One afternoon a furious squire telephoned and asked Mrs
Roberts if she knew where Rex was.

"Yes, he's here," she said.

"No he isn't," retorted the squire. "He's just lifted his leg on our drawing-room carpet.” | am
sure Mrs. Roberts would have apologised, but, as it was, she burst out laughing and had
to hang up. Once, when he had been particularly naughty, Mrs Roberts shut him in the
parlour when we were all going out. We returned to find that he had his own back by taking
an armchair to pieces so thoroughly that all that remained was the wooden framework
surrounded by a pile of stuffmg, material, and springs.

Mrs Roberts was equally capable of wild and unpredictable behaviour, although her
approach was more pragmatic. When she managed to blow the main electricity fuse |
hurried to telephone the emergency repairs department, but before | had finished phoning
she had restored the supply with a hairpin.

"I've got the supper to cook Leslie," she said. | felt that life for her was fairly simple, and did
not consist of choices, as it does for most of us. She could be very funny too. One of her
best stories, which she told fairly frequently in the bar, was at my expense, and she did not
mind at all if | was present. It was about the Inn sign, the White Horse, which was badly in



need of repainting. The brewery in Shrewsbury had said to Mrs Roberts: "Isn't there an
artist fellow living in the inn now? Couldn't he paint the sign for us?"

At this point in the story Mrs Roberts, anticipating her punch line, would become helpless
with laughter, and have difficulty finishing. "And | said to the brewery", she would say,
struggling to control herself, "And | said... that if Leslie did it... it would look like a boy's
powder room in Port Said!"

However, there were flaws in Mrs. Roberts' practicality - one of them concerned the petrol
pump which stood just outside the pub and served the few cars in the village.

One day she said to me: "Leslie, we are losing
so much money with that petrol pump.
We just can't afford it."

| said: "Surely, Mrs Roberts, a petrol pump
makes money?"

"Not ours" she said. "We must ask them to
take it away as soon as possible."

| soon realised why. It was never locked. The
locals helped themselves and had accounts.

"I've 'ad four gallons. Missus," someone would
shout. "Thank you, Bill," Mrs R would reply and
forget to write it down. So Pulverbatch probably
had the only loss-making petrol pump in the
county, and in due course, it was removed.

When | brought canvases back from days working in the countryside, and hung them up in
my new studio, Mrs. Roberts would come and gaze at them and wonder whatever | was
trying to do. She was obviously used to a much more conventional approach, but after
some time they began to make a little sense to her, and | heard her say to someone in the
bar: "You know, Leslie's paintings are much better when they have had time to settle
down."

The inn itself, and particularly the bar in the evening, was a little microcosm, a continually
changing pattern of all kinds of people from all levels of society, village people, local
farmers, professional men stopping off on their way home, wealthy landowners, army
officers, etc. etc. Mrs Roberts' pragmatic approach paid off with the latter when a party had
been to dinner, and some of her new pewter tankards were missing the next morning. Not
an easy situation to deal with, but she knew just what to do. "Those tankards are insured,"
she told the CO, "and | have to tell my insurance company where | think they are."

They were returned by lunchtime.

Then there was the evening when a distinguished looking stranger came into the bar and,
after a few whiskies, became rather convivial and invited us to call him "Major". He stayed
late, and at closing time | was very surprised to see Mrs Roberts pushing him towards the
door and telling him to get out. The next day she explained that he had asked if he could



stay the night, and when she told him there were no beds, he had said: "What about your
bed Mrs. Roberts?"

"l wasn't having any of that," she said, and, after a long pause, added wistfully: "Might
have been me last chance, but | wasn't taking it."

On another occasion, a visiting representative for a gin company fared better when he,
after a very convivial evening, which left him quite unable to drive home, asked if there
might be a bed for him. Yes, there was a bed, but there was an unexpected snag attached
to it. Being "well away with the fairies" when he went to bed, he imagined that he was in
one of those hotels where one leaves one's shoes outside one's door, and someone
cleans them in the night.

So he left his shoes in the passage, and Rex found them, and no doubt appreciating the
smell of good leather started chewing them. | woke early to a great commotion, and, going
to investigate, found the unfortunate man, wearing bright red pyjamas, having a tug-of-war
with Rex for the remains of his shoes.

Mrs Roberts had the gift of saying exactly what she thought without any fear of possible
consequences. Or perhaps it never occurred to her that there might be any. She told me
about an incident that happened before | arrived at The White Horse, just after the famous
Great Train Robbery. Two men and two girls arrived one day in a large car, and asked if
she could put them up. She gave them two double rooms, and they told her that they were
doing some important research, and would stay in their rooms because they had a lot of
work to do, and could they please have their meals sent up?

For several days they all stayed upstairs, and meals were sent up on trays. Then Mrs.
Roberts, unable to contain herself, said: "I suppose you aren't anything to do with the
Great Train Robbery by any chance?, whereupon they became very agitated, asked for
and paid the bill as fast as possible, carried a number of bulky suitcases downstairs, and
drove off. It did not occur to Mrs Roberts that perhaps she ought to tell the police.

| stayed at Pulverbatch all through the summer and painted landscapes, mostly within a
radius of ten miles. | found this area, and | still do, endlessly fascinating, particularly
certain views of the Stiperstones and Corndon Hill. This feeling was shared with an
accountant, from Shrewsbury, who used to come to the inn and play darts. He was an
amateur painter, and he reminded me that this area was part of the Welsh Marches with its
long and bitter history of raiding parties from Wales, after cattle and English scalps, and
the inevitable counter raids from the English side. It was an eerie part of the country, and
this feeling was reinforced by the presence of many disused mine workings.



It was common to come across old mineshafts in the middle of fields, only protected by a
few strands of barbed wire. Farmers sometimes lost sheep down them, and one local
farmer told me how he had once been lowered down one of the shafts to rescue a lamb.
This was the scene for Mary Webb's steamy novels. In Gone to Earth a beautiful village
girl is chased by the hunt, because she is carrying a fox cub, and falls to her death down a
great hole in the middle of a field. Indeed hunting was a local activity, and the hunting
fraternity sometimes turned up at the inn. One hunt was run by a woman, whom Mrs.
Roberts always referred to as "our lady master".

Another rather special hunt had a "uniform™ which was worn for dinner, and included silk
breeches and stockings and silver-buckled shoes. The eccentric squires of the novelists
were still there. The other end of the social scale were equally eccentric. There was the
dustman, who cashed his pay-cheque in the bar every Saturday. He could not write, so he
laboriously made a cross on the right-hand corner.

"They knows my cross at the bank," he would say.

And Jemmy, the bus driver, who drove a bus to and from Shrewsbury, having a couple of
pints each time he turned round. | went on his bus early one morning. There seemed to be
no regular bus-stops, he just stopped when someone waved. Once, when he stopped
outside a house to pick up a regular, a woman's head came out of an upstairs window and
shouted: "I'm not dressed yet Jemmy." So he obligingly waited for her.

Then there was the Welsh farmer known as Sputnik who was in the bar almost every
night, and often managed to get drunk and obstreperous, whereupon Mrs. Roberts would
man-handle him through the bar and push him out of the door. "No offence Misses," he
would shout, recovering his balance at the bottom of the steps. "Why is he called Sputnik,
Mrs. Roberts?" | asked. "Because he is always in orbit!" she replied.

The summer passed very pleasantly. | painted quite a lot, took the dog for a walk every
evening, did odd jobs, even had a snooze in the afternoon like the rest of the residents.
We used to call it "going to have a read". Mrs Roberts always had a serious "read" after
locking the door at the end of the lunch-time session.

She would bank up the fire, draw the curtains in the parlour, pull up her favourite arm-
chair, and go fast asleep with her feet up. There was a notice hanging from the inn-sign
which said "Teas", and in the afternoon passing motorists would stop sometimes, and,
finding the door locked, would knock, or tap on the window. This would wake up Mrs.
Roberts, and she would pull back the curtains, stick a tousled head out of the window, and
shout rather crossly "We're closed", and go back to sleep again.

The bar was usually busy in the evenings, this was pre-breathalyser era, and so was the
dining room. | once saw a sheet of Mrs. Roberts printed notepaper, and was astonished to
read, underneath "The White Horse Inn, prop. Mrs M Roberts", the amazing statement,
"High Class catering in all its branches". Certainly she did cook a nice dinner, but | soon
discovered that in fact there were only three choices, week in, week out.

The first course was invariable. mushroom soup from an enormous catering tin. Then for
the main course, three choices: roast chicken, roast duckling, or mixed grill. This was
followed by cheese and biscuits, stilton in a beautiful, lidded cheese dish (genuine Spode!)
or ice-cream with tinned raspberries served in a cheap glass dish shaped like a leaf.



The stock of wine, too, was in keeping with everything else. There was no list, and nothing
on display, and when one evening | asked, "Is there any red wine Mrs. Roberts?", she
replied, sadly: "Only Chateau Talbot, Leslie". It was delicious, and very cheap. After a few
days of drinking glorious wine, of a quality to which | was quite unaccustomed, the shelf in
the kitchen on which the precious bottles had been carelessly placed, gave way, and they
were all broken. After that, until | managed to persuade her to get some more supplies, it
was vintage hock only.

Eventually | decided, most reluctantly, that | had to return to London. It would have been
S0 easy to have settled down at Pulverbatch and lead a very simple, pleasant, and
increasingly idle life. As it was, the painting had gone well, | was full of happy memories
and had enough anecdotes to dine out on for the foreseeable future. So, thank you
Pulverbatch, Mrs Roberts, and Rex, | will always remember you with affection.

Reproduced from Shropshire Magazine, the Shropshire Star

Leslie Marr was also a keen amateur racing driver in the 1950s. Here is a picture of him in
his Connaught Type B sports car in the 3" New Zealand Garnd Prix in 1956.



