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A proper meal —
at the proper time

n . - R
°oroduced by kind permission of the Editor of The Guardian and Miss Mannin.

ETHEL MANNIN

T
Wliit PRISONER on remand had
kind en e that, in reply to my
brin Mquiry as to what I might
the gf im when I visited him,
cig&re‘gtlowmg _were permitted :
ut €8, periodicals, books, food.
to 8 to the food, he wrote, it had
say .3 complete meal; that is to
1o 'Sandwiches, for example, would
chig), ¢ permitted, but a roast
adg ten would-—not, he hastened to
rh{g 2& he was suggesting I should
o0d hut_:; cigarettes and some
IOng é‘e&dmg were what he really
ing for, and if T could possibly
ap B¢ a pair of socks . .. and
Qung of sugar,

&Iy‘v‘-’nt shopping.for him on the
Cigay he prison and got him 100
lagg, thtes, which Ireckoned should
thl‘eelm up to the time of his trial,
Yo qom'ads ina uniform edition,

» DumCe. @ couple of pairs of socks,
chi nd of gugar, and half a roast
lcken

.

Dui\tfg%r being sent to the wrong

bag), the prison and then marched
to thf‘g“l{l by an officer who seemed
thep ;}nk it was all my fault I was
Yight aken by another officer to the
Mipy, bart, Here I waited for 20
gy C8  because there wero
the . cotly two remand prisoners of
Aftey t’f‘l@ name and they'd gone first
it e wrong one. I was asked
no ;. VA8 the prisoner’s wife.Isaid

'JUst  friend.  After all he did

.

burgle my house seven years ago
and we'd been in touch all through
his preventive detention, and if that
doesn’'t add up to friendship what
does ?

The prisoner, the right one, was
finally produced, looking as spruce
as he'd always been, even * inside,”
but this time slightly abashed at
being in trouble again. It was a
couple of housebreaking jobs again,
it seemed, just like last time. He
seemed depressed, both at his fall
from grace after only a few months
of freedom, and at the prospect of
probably another long stretch. To

. cheer him a little I told him I'd

brought him all the things he'd
asked for, including the socks and
sugar and half a roast chicken. He
said it was good of me and I was
inclined to agree. 1 was not
allowed to give him the things in
person but told to leave them at the
office on my way out.

At the office by the enormous
iron gates they sent me back across
the yard and along a corridor to the
food room. The officer in charge
commanded me, brusquely, to “turn
'em out,” and I handed hLim the
three Conrads to start off with.

“He can't have those,” he
declared.

“He's on remand,” I explained.
“He's allowed books.”
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* Only paper-backs,” he said, and
picked up the sugar.

“What's this? Sugar?”

“He asked me to bring it.”

“He can buy it for himself.
Socks? Is he wearing his own
clothes 2"

“He's on remand,” I repeated.

Helooked doubtfully at the socks,
dangling them, then pitched them
into the basket along with the
cigarettes and the two double-
decker Sundays.

“That the lot?”

“There’s half a roast chicken,” I
said, indicating it.

“He can’t have that. It's noton
a plate. It has tobe a proper meal
—on a plate.”

I said, “I'm sorry, but I don't
understand.”

He looked at me, pityingly.

“Yer know what a proper meal
is, don't yer ? A bit of cold meant
isn't a proper meal, isit? 1t 'as to
'ave things to go with it,don’t it 2

The penny dropped. Meat and
two veg., of course. Anything else,
fish and chips, eggs and bacon, cold
chicken and salad, was improper.
See Regulation XYZ, Form 1146(a).

“Yes, of course,” I said. “ I see
what you mean. If I go out and
buy a plate and some potato salad
and tomatoes, would that do?”

He pushed the half-chicken in its
greaseproof paper back to me
across the counter.

“Things to go with it, and on a
plate,” he repeated, in the italicised
tones of one dealing with an
imbecile or a foreigner.

I put the chicken back into my
bag and went back along the
corridor and across the yard and

!
waited at the office for the st
gate, let into one of the two gre“\
gates, to be unlocked.

Then out again into the roﬁf{“g
street and an icy wind and a sest®
in a strange district for a shop b ‘
would sell me a plate, a delicates® 5
at which to buy the potato sl
and a greengrocer’s. I found .”’g‘
three eventually, after pass? 5|
innumerable cheap-furniture sho¥”
sweet shops, dress shops,
dressers’, every kind of shop exceﬁe
the kind I was looking for. T
wind harassed and the traffic rod®
and everything seemed difficult &
hostile. It all took quite o tlmd’
but in the end all was achieved, 8’
in the road leading up to the prift,
1 stopped by a wall and got out b o
plate, put the chicken on it, an he:
few of the tomatoes, emptied the
carton of potato salad on to b it
other side of the plate, covel‘e‘l’.rl
all with the greaseproof pape’
which the chicken had Dbe%,
wrapped, and then holding the Pm‘,t
pressed against my side in an effo 0
to prevent the wind whipping o fof
paper, steered a difficult course p
the main gates of the prison. A I¥
van was just entering and I follo“ﬂy
in behind it. I was well on the “ied
to the food room when I was c8l ¢
back. I explained that I had 0"1&‘
back with a proper meal, on & pl& of 1
as instructed. For a prisone!
remand. 1

{
“You're too late,” the offict

said, harshly, ‘‘The time .
bringing meals is ha'pass ten in e
morning. Ha'pass ten to elevflt;
The food room is closed now. 30‘
must come at the proper time."”

o
He whipped a leaflet off & ta%"
just inside the office. !

“This'll explain to yer.”
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le"- 1146(a) Relatives and Friends,
e for the GQuidance of. Untried

"iSoners, meals supplied to.

thi‘}ln the same it didn't say any-

knog about a plate, though if I'd

of s“’n I could have taken a bottle

e IOUb as well, with the proper
Al at the proper time.

thin 8lving permission to reproduce
. 3bove, Miss Mannin writes :
theén the dialogue is the truth,
the chOIG truth, and nothing but
“l‘ticlr%h' but the ending of the
Aot ¢ Is fantasy for I didn't in
the tﬁ? out and buy the plate and
sug Ings-to-go-with, though I had
of ;58sted to the officer in charge
thig _etFood‘Room that I should do
D&Ss't 0 which he replied that ar-
Lan d'en was the Proper Time for
thin 10g in a Proper Meal. It is one
fﬂntg' I feel to indulge in o little
Stor&sy to round off a newspaper
sto,Y but another thing when the
Dl‘oby 18 reproduced in a Journal
ccnc“ ly read by the very officers
anq etrned-both those at the office
1,\00(1 he officer in charge of the
didn‘t lloom would know that I
sigh, In fact come back, but just
to t!(:l? and said it would be easier
it m e the chicken home and eat
JYself—which Tdid . . . "

cou]ﬁt the time" (she adds) “1I
ang have cried with frustration
t},()uexasppmtion, but afterwards I
egpeg.ht it really. rather funny,
l(mcl&lly the demand ‘didn’t I
th&tvl What a Proper Meal was’ so
Mg tound myself thinking of the
Y tmproper meals I'd had ., . . "
aQ D¢identally, the prisoner in

Stion had burgled Miss Mannin's
€in 1958 and received 7 years

P.D. for his pains. The late Mr.
Reginald Reynolds ( Miss Mannin’s
husband) kept in touch with the
man and after his death Miss
Mannin herself continued to take
an interest in the burglar. When
he was discharged she helped to
get him a job and in April of this
year, when he was again in trouble,
she went to the Middlesex Sessions
and spoke for him,

Earlier in the story, the burglar,
when told he had burgled an
author’s home, was very distressed
and told Mr. Reynolds that had he
known he would have “ refrained
being an author himself, having
published a book before the war.
One of the things he stole was a
suit belonging to Mr. Reynolds
which had been an Irish tweed
given him by his wife. On hearing
this the prisoner, then in Parkhurst
and having received a little money
from his mother’s estate, sent Miss
Mannin ten pounds to buy another
length of tweed. When Mr, and
Mrs. Reynolds visited the man,
Mr. Reynolds wore the new suit
and said, “If you ever go wrong
again I won't want to wear it”, to
which the burglar replied “ In that
case you can wear it till it drops off
you!” When Mr. Reynolds died,
his wife had the suit remodelled
into one for herself and she
received the same assurance from
the burglar—but ““ Alas”,—says
Miss Mannin,

The story ended in April when
the burglar was placed on proba-
tion for three years (he had heen
expecting 14 years P.D.) and Miss
Mannin found herself in the head-
lines—"* Ethel Mannin and the Old
Lag,” “Novelist. Pleads for Man
who Robbed Her,” ete. She con-
cludes her letter with some caustic
comment on the * trash press.”
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Mr. Reginald Reynolds, a Quaker,
wrote a weekly sativical poem in
the New Statesman and among his
other works was the autobiograph-
ical My Life and Crimes whervein is
the story of how he spent a week in
[ixeter Prison during the war, on
principle, rather than pay a fine for
riding a bicycle without a light on
a bright moonlight winter's morn-
ing. A few weeks later the Governor
was visiting Mr. Reynolds in hos-
pital (outside). This time Mr.
Reynolds had been riding a bicycele
(with a light ) and come a cropper.

This story is also told by Miss
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Mannin in  her autobiogrd
Brief Voices.
Both Miss

Reynolds  have
interest  in  prison
compiled an anthology of
Literature some years ago
she, who started her literary
on the old theatrical paper
Pelican in 1918, is pmhu‘hlyz
well  known for
and the Adolescent
her fiction, travel, memoirs an
children’s books. She has bee?
visitor at  Aylesbury, IlollO“'“;"
Brixton, Wandsworth, Parkhu’™
Exeter.

Mannin and M
maintained
matters;
Priso?
while
Jife
Tht
a8

y 3¢
Common  *» (';. ;

(1981) as "

It was just a small branch bank. My wife
and I have simple tastes.”

Drawing by O'Brian.
Copyright 1955 The New Yorker Mayazine, Inc.
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“ We've uncovered a whole mass of new evidence, Wilkins.

Unfortunately, it proves conclusively that you're guilty.”

Drawing by Whitney Darrow, Jr.
Copyright 1953 The New Yorker Magazine, Ine.
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