Fieldnotes on ‘Favourites’ visit to ‘Gabriel Woolf’   05.12.2013

I went by train from Suffolk to [city], which proved a bit stressful in making connections as the Suffolk to London train was delayed and I was anxious not to miss my train from Paddington since I only had a window of time to see Gabriel. However, the train was ok and I arrived about 3.45, took a cab to Nadia’s house where they were all at home in the downstairs lounge – Nadia and Kay, Gabriel and his younger brother.  There was a wooden railway track spread out over part of the floor, and a train and carriages. Nadia made us a cup of tea plus chocolate ginger biscuits and we spent about 10-15 minutes having these before starting. Then Kay went upstairs to sort out some insurance, and Nadia took Gabriel’s brother upstairs so it was just Gabriel and me left in the lounge/dining room. He’d been a little shy when I first arrived but was fine and chatty when we started talking about his toys. I took a few photos before switching on the interview. [His brother wasn’t at all shy, and is a great reader, he could free-read in reception class an always has his nose in a book, and before he was taken upstairs he was lying upside down on the sofa reading a book. This is quite different from Gabriel who is much more active and prefers e.g. bike riding to reading, but is into maths and music.]

We were in the lounge because apparently they tend not to play in their bedroom, the main toys currently being used, plus books etc. are all kept in the lounge. It seems that Gabriel’s main/favourite toy is his bike, which a mountain bike, which he rides mainly at weekends (especially as it’s winter) and he’s on a cycling course, with others and a leader, where he’s learning skills re biking and is in a competition this weekend. He can also use his bike in their back road (no through track), so it’s safe to ride. He goes out with Kay and sometimes Nadia too at weekends.  We looked at the train and tracks and he ran the train that runs on a battery. Apparently this toy hasn’t been out for a while but he wanted to use it earlier this week.

His other favourite things are games – a ‘mastermind’ game that involves black and white pegs and putting them in the right order on a board. He also plays junior Monopoly. He’s more into games than toys, and plays with his mums, his brother,  or with the childminder who comes in to look after him some days after school. He also brought out a couple of remote controlled cars, one on a wire, which was restricted by this, and another smaller one which runs freely.

The soft toy he goes to bed with, and which it seemed lived upstairs (he had to take it back when I’d seen it), was a lamb called ‘Minty’ from Lynmouth - ‘Lynmouth is written on the shirt it is wearing. Gabriel said he has had Minty from when he was born. We took pictures of Minty in his bedroom, also some soft toys stuffed into the fireplace, which he said don’t get played with, they just live there. Although he and his brother are encouraged to play in the lounge, they do wake up (in their bunk beds) early and read to each other, or he said he makes ‘chores’ for them to do.

Sometimes friends come round to play, some bring their own toys, e.g. Princesses if they are girls. He goes to friends’ houses sometimes.

Neither he nor his brother use screens at all at home, although they do use iPads at school sometimes. They don’t have the use of iphones or ipads etc. at home, and don’t really watch TV very much either. (There was a point when Gabriel started saying he watched several hours TV on a Saturday and Nadia, who was in the kitchen, opened the window in the connecting door and disputed this, saying he didn’t watch that much TV at all, so he said he meant over the whole weekend.)

At school they sometimes use an iPad to do maths quizzes, which he enjoys. He spoke of wanting to have an iphone or ipad for his next birthday but I don’t now how likely that is. He said his friends didn’t have phones and they are not allowed them in school. He doesn’t take toys to school.

I asked if he could say what sort of boy he was, and he said he was active and loud (though this prompted by me). He plays the piano every morning and is apparently very good at it. He told me he wanted a grand piano. His brother doesn’t play but wants to learn the flute. (Kay told me that Gabriel’s piano teacher is the daughter of [famous director]!)

I asked Nadia about shadowing Gabriel one day in the New Year and she said she would ask the school but could I send a letter about the project that she could give them.

Towards the end I was put a bit on the hurry up as Nadia was making the boys’ meal and asking me if I was going to be much longer. I then did some sounds (train and car) but it was a bit confusing as Gabriel’s brother had come down and was making a noise, and their meals had just been put on the dining table there.

Kay was kind enough to give e a lift back to the station as she was going somewhere near to collect something, so I easily got my train back to London.

