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My first recollection of hat wearing was my Uncles sailor hat at a fancy dress parade in the small Holderness village of Sproatley. My uncle was in the Royal Navy in the second world war and was killed while on leave by a bomb as he stood outside the neighborhood air raid shelter. I was very proud of my authentic hat and disappointed at placing second to a friend of mine who wore a home made affair. C’est la vie as they say in Sproatley. The winters were cold in those days and chill blains were in vogue so mothers knitted gloves and socks and hats for their kiddywinks. I had a green balaclava, which covered my head and neck with only a little round hole for my face. I remember sucking on the piece that covered my chin and feeling the soggy mess which froze before I had walked my mile to school, up hill both ways. It rained in March and the elementary school kids had peacked caps to keep their hair dry. One day at recess I went out into the Sproatley Endowed School without my hat – bah t’at as they say in Yorkshire – and got wet hair. The teacher, Mrs Thompson, wife of Gilly Gaffer (Mr Thompson, the headmaster), was upset and was obliged to teach me a lesson. One stroke of the cane on each hand – don’t forget your hat next time it rains.

My dad wore the classic cap to work, rode the bus and walked down the street with hundreds of others, right out of a J B Priestly novel. When he took me to watch the Hull City football team every one wore their best caps and I joined in with my school cap. I remember my dad joking “If you can’t fight wear a big ‘at” I think that he was referring to the need to develop a strong verbal offensive defense to offset any physical altercation.

At age eleven I made it to grammar school by passing the dreaded “eleven plus” exam. Everyone wore uniforms at the Malet Lambert High School, Ours were green and yellow. The blazers were bottle green, with a yellow braid all around the edges. That year (1949) they brought in a new cap design – bottle green with two broad yellow stripes crossing in the middle – just like hot cross buns, our Easter favorite. Needless to say our cross town rivals at Kingston High School, The Grammar School, Riley High Schoo, Beverley High Schooll and Hymers College found this distinctive design, as opposed to their choice of crimson, to be a great opportunity to poke fun on the busses that zigzagged the city and the villages of the Holderness plain. The rivalry was played out on the cricket and football fields with equally ornate uniforms. Cricketers always wear hats to kep the sun out of their eyes and to distinguish them from the other side along with blazers and stripped sweaters. Nowadays the game has gone from bad to worse as most teams, even international ones have substituted colorful gear, adorned with the emblems of their sponsors, for the sober whites. Our Grammar School hat lost the yellow stripes but retained the badge which was a smaller version of the one worn on our blazers. Perhaps the most gaudy cricket cap I had in those days was that of my church team – a deep cream with a maroon circle.

In those days soccer goalkeepers wore large rat catcher hats, again to keep the sun out of their eyes. My brother who was a goalkeeper who had considerable success at the game gave me his cap when his head grew too big for it. I wore it on school trips to the mountains:

Nineteen fifty six took me out of school and into the air force where we were given two hats, one hard peaked cap for ‘dress occasions’ like parades and a beret for every day. You were not supposed to salute people with your hat off and once a week you presented your hat to the bursar to receive your wages – I got 16 shillings. Once I got all dressed up for a parade in the local town. We assembled on the parade ground – “tallest on the right, shortest on the left; go” We shuffled about, looked to the right, stuck our right arm out sideways to get our distance from the next guy and if you were not in a straight line you could see the drill sergeant at the end of the line, which was not a good thing, unless you were a masochist. “Eyes front.” “Attention.” “You five guys at the left end of the line are too short so we don’t want you in the parade.”  But I had the last laugh. I joined up for the volleyball team and was able to avoid drill and PT for much of my 3 months basic training by playing soccer and volleyball for my squadron.”

I started my motorbike phase when I started work at the Birmingham Accident Hospital where I used to treat patients with head injuries who had fallen from their motor cycles. So I invested in a hard hat. First I had a motor scooter and fell off a few times, then I graduated to a Commodore, which could really go and I fell off a few more times. But the hard hat must have worked, as I didn’t suffer anything more than the odd scratch. In some states it is still not required that motorcyclists wear crash helmets. Also many people don’t wear bicycle helmets, I never did for years. Now that I am older and wiser I would recommend everybody who has a chance of falling off a bicycle, that is everybody who rides a bicycle, motorized of leg powered, to wear a shock absorbent hat. Head injuries are bad news. It is also important to wear a hat if you are a bee keeper. These hats are like the old safari hats, with wide brims covered with fine mesh netting that zips into your beekeeping suit. Another place for hats is on the building sites and oil rigs that I used to visit a few years ago for my job. These hats are especially good when things fall out of the sky, unannounced.

Not many hats of note for a while until I graduated from college and we all had to hire mortarboards to parade up the aisle and receive our diploma. That morning mother and I also walked down another aisle, but I did not wear a hat although mother made her own white hat with a wide floppy brim. More academic hats came in four years time. This time it was a soft floppy black thing that signified a doctorate. A few years later, in Hong Kong, I had a complete set of academic robes made in the Birmingham colors – a flowing maroon, gown with a silk hood and the soft floppy blacy hat. These robes are used on important academic occasions and Eileen is still using our investment thirty seven years later.

Since those early days of hattery I have acquired many other hats, mostly to keep my head warm but sometimes as a fashion accessory. The keeping head warm thing is important in northern climates where it is essential to have one’s ears covered. Mostly we had colorful stocking hats with or without bobbles and mittens to match. Caroline was so attracted to the market for these indispensable items that she started a business www.peacockhats.com. She made good use of her time during her ride to work on the New York subway and makes beautiful assemblages for kiddiewinks and adults alike. Go buy some.  You know that you are old when people give you hats for your birthday. I now have a fine assortment of ratting caps and trilbys and Russian army fur hats and an assortment of stocking caps, which come in useful for running in cold weather. Runners use hats to keep away the cold and keep off the sun. Some races like the prestigious Boston marathon give out running caps adorned with Mercedes and Ronzoni emblems.

My hat story wouldn’t be complete if I didn’t mention that many people wear hats, like Abraham Lincoln and the queen and people who have lost their hair after receiving radiation treatment for cancer. Dr. Seuss wrote about cats in hats and magicians pull rabbits out of hats. Chefs wear hats to show their importance and keep their hair from mixing with the soup. English bobbies wear fine hats and astronauts have to wear hats to let them breath in the vacuum of outer space. Perhaps I should finish with a poem:

Hats are useful, hats are pretty.

Hats can be found all around the city

Hats hang on hooks and lay on the floor

Don’t forget your hat when you go out the door.

Over my time, I’ve worn many hats

Some for duty and others for pats

On the back for my time

Isn’t it hard to make these things rhyme?
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