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A proper meal
at the proper time 

lIcproduced by kind llermissi(m of the Editor of The Guardian and lIfiss }'Iannin. 

ETHEL MANNIN 

'l'n~ 
Writt PRISONER on remand had 
kind e.n m.e that, in reply to my 
bl'in lnqulry as to what I might 
the g hIm when I visited him, 
ciga/ollowing were permitted: 
nut ettes, periodicals, books, food. 
to bas to the food, he wrote, it had 
Say e It complete meal; that is to 
not' s~ndwiches, for example, would 
chick e permitted, but a roast 
Itdd en would-not, he hastened to 
brh~ that he was suggesting I should 
gaol that; cigarettes and some 
long Jeading were what he really 
tnan e for, and if I could possibly 
a Do age It pair of socks . . . and 

und of sugar. 

w!y ~ent shopping, for him on the 
cig1t ° the prison A.nd got him 100 
Iltst h~ttes, which I reckoned should 
thl'e ltf up to the time of his trial, 
"or e . Ont'ads in a uniform edition, 
a D~ nlce, a couple of pn,irs of socks, 
chickund of sugar, and half a roast 

en. 

pa~fter being sent to the wrong 
b1tck of t}~e prison and then marched 
to tl ~gltm by an officer who seemed 
th(lnllnk it was all my fault I was 
right taken by another officerto the 
ll1in t Part. Here I waited for 20 
apl'l U es because there were 
the l\rently two remand prisoners of 
afte ~he name and they'd gone first 
if 1 r e wrong one. I was asked 
no . was the prisoner's wife. I said 

, Just a frienel. AftN' 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 freeJom, Itnd 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. lIe 
said it was good of me and I was 
inclined to agree. I was not 
allowed to give him the things in 
person but told to leave them at the 
office on my way out. 

At the of'ilce by the enormous 
iron gates they sent me back across 
the yard and along a corridor to the 
food l·oom. The of'ilcer in charge 
commanded me, brusquely, to "turn 
'em out," and I handed him the 
three Conrads to start off with. 

.. He can't have those," he 
declared. 

.. He's on remand," I exphtined. 
II lIe's allowed books." 
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" Only paper-backs," he said, and 
picked up the sugar. 

"What's this? Sugar 1" 
.. He asked me to bring it." 
"He can buy it for himself. 

Socks? Is he wearing his own 
clothes 1" 

"He's on remand," I repeated. 
He looked dou btfully 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 not on 

11 plate. It has to be n proper meal 
-on n plnte." 

I snid, "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 meat 
isn't a proper menl, is it 1 It 'as to 
'ave things to go with it, don't it 1 .. 

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

"Yes, of course," I said. .. I see 
what you mean. If I go out and 
buy It plate and some potato salad 
and tomatoes, would that do 1 " 

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

"1'hin(Js 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 

, tJ1 
waIted at the office for the sOl I 
gate, let into one of the two gl'e~ 
gates, to be unlocked. 

Then out again into the roarif 
street and an icy wind and a sea~tll 
in a strange district for a shop t eO 
would sell me n plate, n delicatesf d . 
at which to buy the potato Sll tI'l 
and a greengrooer's. I found ,81 g 
three eventually, after pasSIP~ i 

innumerable oheap-furniture sbo~r: 
sweet shops, dress shops, htl t 
dressers', every kind of shop ex~fie 
the kind I was looking for. ed 
wind harassed nnd the traffic roM d 
and everything seemed difficult.aPe 
hostile. It all took quite a tl~d 
but in the end all was achieved, a II 
in the road l~ading up to the pri~~e 
I stopped by a waH and got out II 
plate, put the chicken on it: nntbe: 
few of the tomatoes, empiled tbe 
carton of potato salad on to it 
other side of the plate, covered ill 
all with the greaseproof pnper ell 
which the chicken had be te 
wrapped, and then holding the p; rt 
pressed against my side in an e °bC 
to prevent the wind whipping off ~or 
paper, steered a difficult oourse ge 
the main gates of the prison. A h~e(l 
van was just entering and I foUo" 111 
in behind it. I WitS well on the lIed 
to the foou room when I was cn e 
back. I explained that I had co~ 
baok with a proper meal, on a pltl o~ 
as instructed. For a prisonel' 
remand. 

" "acet 
You're too late," the OIl' . 

said, harshly. .. The time 1;; 
bringing meals i!l ha.'pass ten ill t Jl. 
morning. Ha'pass ten to ele"; II 
The food room is closed noW. ~o, 
must come at the proper time." 

He whipped a leaflet off a tp,b
lC 

just inside the office. 

.. This'll explain to yer." 
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~ ~O.1146( a) Relatives and Friends, 
pr~ es for the Guidance of. Untried 

ISDners, meals supplied to. 

th~n the same it didn't say any
knlng about a plate, though if I'd 
of own I could have taken a bottle 
III Siout as well, with the proper 

en Itt the propel' time. 

tl rn giving perlllissioll to reproduce 
l~ above, Miss Mannin writes: 

th All the dialogue is the truth, 
th e ~vhole truth, and nothing but 
ar:' ruth, but the ending of the 
fltc~cle is fantasy for I didn't in 
the g? out and bny the plate and 
SUg thlDgs-to-go-with, though I had 
or t~ested to the officer in charge 
thi e Food Room that I should do 
llass : to which he replied that ar
hanS ~en Was the Proper Time for 
thi dIng in a Proper Meal. It is one 
tan~g, I feel to indulge in a little 
Ilto nay to round off a newspaper 
Ilto?' ?ut another thing when the 
llt'o y IS reproduced in a JournaJ 
con bably read' by the very officers 
and cerned-both those at the office 
lJ'0 I the officer in charge of the 
dit, ~oom would know that I 
Sigh t In fact come back, but just 
to t e~ and said it would be easier 
it rna e the chicken home and eat 

Yaelf-which I did ... " 
co~ At the time" (she u.dds) .. I 
Itnd1d have cried with frustration 
tho eXasperation, but afterwards I 
eSll U~ht it really rather funny, 
knoeClally the demand • didn't I 
th W What a Proper Meal was' so tn:t 1 ~Ol1nd myself thinking of the 

ny lmproper meals I'd had. • ." 

<.iu lnc.identally, the prisoner in 
ho estl~n had burgled Miss Mannin's 

Ille lD 1953 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 fOl' 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 w!tnt to wear it ", to 
which the burglar replied" In that 
case you can wear it till it drops off 
you I" 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 burginr was placed on proba
tion for three years (he had been 
expecting 14 years P.D.) and Miss 
Mannin found herself in the hend
lines-" Ethel Ml1nnin and the Old 
I.lag," II Novelist, Pleads for Man 
who Robbed lIer," etc. She con
cludes her letter with some caustic 
comment on the" trash press." 
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M I', Rcg in;)' le-1 Rcyno ill s, n, Qll alwl', 
\HoLl' a w('ek ly sat il'i e",1 poc m in 
Lhc Nt' lll 8111tl'SIlUIJI :I nd :I.mong h is 
othcl' WOl'1(S WflS t1H' 1)' lI tobi og l':1 Vh , 
iel)'l J1{!J LIF' IIllIl C,-iIlLI'8 w hc l'C' in is 
Lhc sLol'Y of l lOW lH' spC' n t n wcck in 
1;; x0L(' [' Pl'i so n d lll' ing Lho WILl', on 
pl'in ci plc, !'ILLhe' I' Lhn ll pay a (in C' 1'01' 

I'iding a hiC'ydo wi Lholl t a li gll L on 
;L bl'i ghL m oon li g hL wi ll to l" !,; IIIOl'\1-
ing, A fC'w wCl' ks ln,tC'l' Lhe GOY<'l'no l' 
was vis iLing :M I' , Rl'y nol ll s in hos
pi Lal (o Il LHi(-It' ) , Tlli ~ Lin lC M r, 
R oy n oi (l s h fu] hC'o n I'iding fL bi cyc lc 
( w iLh a li f..( hL) anll (,O IIlC IL 1)1'011[1C' I', 
Tlli s sto l'Y is a lso (old by ]vI iss 

Mn nnin in h C' 1' :I l1 lobi og l'itphf 
n ,- il',/ Voi('('s, 

"(I', 
RoLh 1\1 iss l\ in,n n in ;lnd l ' 0 

1) 11 I ' l' cl n ""rno ( S I;L\,C 11111 111 alnC , lIe 
in j,C I'C'sL ill pri flo n 1ll:1.LLo l'S" 11 

co mp i lcd :Ill a,nLh o logy or PI'JIS?,o 
I , \vu JILC I'ILL II1'0 80 m c YC':I. I'S ago 1'(0 
she, \\' ho SL;L I' t<:'d 11 1' 1.' l ilc l'MY The 
on l hc 0 1c1 LhL' ;Ll l'i ('lL l pn.pCl' s 
[,pli('111l in l DI H, is pl'Oh;\.h ly ~t 
\\'c ll kl1 0w n fol' COHLmon sr~o!' 
((lIrI till' .. 1110 /1' 8('1'111 ( l D31 ), n,S oil 
11(' 1' fi ('Lio n , t r :1.W' I , IllCm Dll'S it II 

eh i I (li-cn 's hool(s , She h as lJeeO 'f 
v isi tol' aL A \' IC'slllll 'Y, ITo II o\\,fI>t' 
8l.'i xLo n , \ Van'ds\\'o l' t h, P:ll'khIII'S' 
I<;xctc l' , 

----------------------------------------------------~ 

~ .. 

, ~t 

" It was just a small branch bank. My wife 
and J hC/ ve simple tastes." 

DI':I.win g hy O 'B l'i ll,n. 
'OJi!/ l' iUII I 7 f)/j5 '/ '111' 'v"II) }'O /' J.:I· '- .1ra./l l z i)u" 1,11'. 
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" l17e' l'e ttl/co vered a whole mass of new evidence, IJ7i lkins. 

Unfortllnately, it proves conclusively that y ou're guilty." 

Dl'ilwing by WhiLn oy D :L I' l'OW . JI'. 
('() / I!JI'/fllil l.'};j:J 'i'III' N(,11' )"()/'kl'l' Jfll (jIl Z illl', / 111', 

.J7 


	PSJ-V1-3_043
	PSJ-V1-3_044
	PSJ-V1-3_045
	PSJ-V1-3_046
	PSJ-V1-3_047

