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This story is dedicated to the slum street where I was brought up. It was called Witham Street, part of a poor area between East and North London, a small street that is no longer there.


I can still see in my mind’s eye the shop on the corner run by the rosy-cheeked Mrs Appleby; the coal shed around the corner from where I humped a shopping bag full of coals every other day after school. I can taste the ha’p’orth of cracklings from Coren fish and chips in Hyde Road, the pie and mash, pease pudding and faggots – we never went short of food if we had a penny to spend, though that was not very often.


This book is for the little gang of mischievous boys that roamed our street – Dinny, Georgie, Nobby and Tony. One got the George medal for bravery in the Second World War but lost it to Long & Dowty’s (the pawn broker) because he was Hearts of Oak. Some were lost in the war but others are still strong fine men who made good lives for themselves.


It’s for the girls with whom I played endless games of hopscotch and skipping – Ninny, Eadie, Maudie and the Davis sisters.


We fought and made up, played out till dark in the street, which was the only place left to play as there was no room in our overcrowded houses. We were all poor, no one had many possessions yet our little community survived, until that big bomb razed it to the ground leaving us just with sad and fond memories. So to Witham Street I dedicate this story and I know all of you who write in and tell me of your memories will welcome it.


 


Lena Kennedy, 1986
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Hopping


The Flanagans lived in a typical small back street of London’s East End and theirs was the biggest family in the street.


‘Twelve times Annie Flanagan’s been in child bed,’ old Gran, the midwife, remarked the last time. ‘Annie’s no bother. They just pops out on their own by now, they does.’


Indeed, childbearing was no trouble to Annie. After each child was born she would be up the next day and off to her job around the corner in the coal yard after handing the new baby to one of her daughters. Nowadays it was Sheila, who was thirteen and had not yet left school. She would often be seen parading up and down the street with a large cumbersome old pram in which two children sat at one end and the new baby was tucked in at the other. Around Sheila’s skirt, several little ones hung on as she walked along the pavement, this tall, thin, ungainly girl who took on her responsibilities without a grumble. It was quite a burden for a girl of her age but she had had to take care of her little brothers and sisters since her elder sister Emily had started work in a blouse factory.


Sheila accepted her role with good will and cheerfulness. And while her daughter took charge of the brood, Annie Flanagan would be hard at work. With her mop of black curly hair swept up in a bun and her face so blackened by coal dust that only her bright blue eyes were visible, Annie would shovel lumps of coal onto a large set of scales to weigh them for her customers. These customers of hers were mostly young children. Coal was very necessary but extremely expensive so it was only bought at the yard in small amounts. Annie would dole it out into shopping bags – seven pounds or fourteen pounds at a time – and then it would take all the strength of two skinny little kids to lug it home.


Annie Flanagan was always bright and cheerful as she set about her work, for this was her livelihood and she enjoyed it. Her boss was a man called Jack Davies. He owned the business and was usually out all day with his horse and cart delivering coal to those better-off customers who could afford a whole sackful. He would roam around the streets yelling, ‘Coal! Coal!’ in a loud voice which echoed around the neighbourhoods. Sitting with him in the cart would be one of the Flanagan boys ready to help with a delivery or hold the horse’s head to stop it bolting.


If one Flanagan boy left the job on Jack Davies’ cart for a better job elsewhere there was always another Flanagan boy ready to take over. It was much the same with the wood chopping after school. One small Flanagan lad would sit on the cold stone floor of the back yard chopping wood up into thin sticks. After tying the sticks into bundles, he would take them to the local shop to sell for firewood.


When it came to part-time jobs – big or small – the Flanagans had a monopoly. No one else got a look in. And inevitably that caused some resentment in the street and harsh words were often muttered. ‘Money-grabbing buggers, those Flanagans,’ someone would say, and others would nod their heads in agreement.


But the Flanagans didn’t care. Like most big families they clung together and looked after each other. Their small two-roomed house was the same size as all the others in the street and it was a wonder how they all managed to sleep in there, let alone eat. But that was always a secret, for outsiders were not encouraged into Annie’s house. Every little Flanagan was up early in the morning and off to some kind of work before school or after school. Each one had his or her part to play; and every year Annie produced another little worker to add to this family workforce of hers.


Her husband, Dan Flanagan, worked at the docks. His was not a regular job but he had good luck as a casual worker and seldom missed a day. Every day the casual labourers went down to the dock and waited in a gang to sign on as the ships came in for unloading. Dan was a big man with a red face and a thick bull neck, and he always managed to push his way past the other fellows when it came to getting a day’s work. Then in the evenings he would arrive home to be greeted by his mob of kids. The sides of his coat would bulge out from the loot he had managed to scrounge that day and secrete away in hidden pockets. If anyone had suggested to Dan that he was not honest they would have got a bunch of fives. What he had in his pockets was considered by him to be genuine perks of the job. Bottles of spirits were swapped with the butcher for legs of lamb; the grocer’s bill at Appleby’s was paid for with a couple of large tins of bully beef and there was always at least one little Flanagan urchin knocking at the neighbours’ doors trying to flog some article of clothing or other.


Such was the Flanagans’ way of survival. Theirs was a big untidy nest but it was a cosy one too, and kept warm and dry by the business spirit of all the members of the family.


When Annie began to carry her thirteenth child, nobody was surprised. Nor were they amazed that Annie shovelled up and weighed out the coal almost to the last day of her pregnancy, singing in her strong Irish voice or returning the jibes in her humorous way. ‘Ah well, ’tis the grace of God,’ she’d say. ‘I’ll hope for another girl this time. Got eight boys, so I might be lucky.’


Once a year when the coal yard was slack, Annie took her whole family for a holiday to the hop fields for three weeks.


‘Gives the kids a bit of a holiday,’ she always remarked, and some might have whispered that it helped her to save a few pounds as well.


So every August the Flanagan family made a general exodus from our street. They all went, except those who had to work – Dan and the two older boys, Joe and young Dan and, this year, Emily. But Sheila, Nancy, Letty and the other six little brothers all went off early one morning with Annie, wide with her pregnancy. Letty pushed the big pram full of toddlers while Sheila pushed another pram full of luggage and household equipment. The street folk would get up early on these occasions to peer out between the curtains to watch the Flanagans go. Each little child carried a packed bag and they all laughed and chatted and waved goodbye as if they were going on a world cruise. The smiles on their faces showed that they could not have been happier. On they marched, through the pale morning mist, all the way to London Bridge Station to board the train, the ‘hopper special’ bound for Kent, where the Flanagans had a regular pitch down at the hop fields.


It was a long train journey to Kent, taking five hours from London Bridge, but invariably the Flanagan family would arrive at the little Kentish station in good spirits ready to pile into the farmer’s cart which was waiting ready to transport them all off to the hop fields.


Like the rest of the hop pickers they were given an old tin hut to live in for their stay. While the small kids shrieked with wonder and excitement as they ran through the farm’s green meadows and pointed and yelled at the cows and sheep, Annie and her older girls would set about making their hut as comfortable as possible. There was an old wood stove in one corner but otherwise no furniture at all. In no time the mattress covers were pulled out of the suitcase and stuffed with sweet-smelling hay collected from the farmer. The old stove was packed with wood and lit so that soon it was hot enough for the kettle to be put on to boil. For their essential privacy, old lace curtains were hung up at the window, and the larder was well stocked with their provisions – tea, sugar and plenty of tinned milk.


After a supper of mackerel brought with them from London, the Flanagans would go to say hello to their neighbours in the other huts around. Every August it was the same. Many people came every year, so there were plenty of old friends to see and memories to recall. Someone lit a camp fire and the adults sat around it sharing bottles of beer while the children played outside until bedtime.


The next morning it was an early start for everyone to get a good pitch to work from sun up to sun down, stripping down the hops from their vines and dropping them into the hop bins. Everyone joined in. Whole families worked together each getting paid for the quota of hops they picked. Whatever the weather in wind, rain, heat or cold they all worked with a will and a lively spirit. Cockney songs passed along the lines of pickers; rude jokes were shared during the midday meal which was eaten hurriedly beside the hop bins. Lavatory facilities were provided at the edge of the field but they were rarely used. Most people went behind the heaps of empty vines so as not to lose precious time from the pulling and the picking of the hops.


The very small children all played together. These little mobs of London kids would go off scrumping apples and picking berries wherever they liked, leaving gates open and tramping over crops and becoming a general nuisance to the farmers. But the kids didn’t care; this was their annual holiday from which they returned suntanned, healthy and happy, though occasionally a little lousy, since the washing facilities were not particularly good.


Typically, Annie who had been hopping for the past ten years, had it all well organized. A big tin bath was hidden under the hut. Every Friday night it was pulled out, placed beside the camp fire, and filled with water. In it, protesting loudly, the small kids were washed and scrubbed until their skin shone, and then their hair was denitted with a small-tooth comb. Annie’s children were always immaculatly clean by the end of it.


On Sundays no one worked. This was the time to wander in the woods and stop and paddle in the cool streams. It was the time to take in the strange countryside that was so different from their usual world, to look at the birds and the deer, the fish in the stream and to listen to the wind as it raced through the trees, rustling the leaves and causing great trunks to sway. Everyone always liked it in Kent but no one was ever sorry to return to the grime of the city they loved. For they felt more at home in London than in the Kent countryside.


Annie Flanagan and her brood were well known to be the hardest workers on the farm and they had always made plenty of money by the time the three weeks were up. When it was time to return to the smoke, Annie was always happy to be going back with her fine healthy brood and the pram packed with huge hopping apples and the toddlers perched on top.


Fond farewells were exchanged amongst the hop pickers. ‘See you next year,’ they all called to each other. Some seemed a little sad but at least they knew they could look forward to seeing their new and old friends the next summer.


This year Annie was very heavy and her footsteps slow as they walked to the country station. The farmer’s cart that had collected them did not take them back to the station.


‘Reckon yer’ll make it, Annie?’ someone asked with great concern.


‘Yus,’ Annie replied confidently. ‘I’ll get ’ome in time.’


But back at London Bridge Station she said wearily, ‘Come on, girls, let’s get the bus. The boys can walk it and push the prams ’ome.’


So with her three daughters, Sheila, Nancy and Letty, Annie boarded the bus and made tracks for their East End home. She sat on the seat moving restlessly, and then she gave a big yell and clutched her belly.


‘Stop the bus!’ cried someone. ‘This woman’s having a baby!’


All the other astonished passengers got off to catch another bus and the kids were turfed off while a kind woman who knew what she was doing went to Annie’s aid.


The ambulance arrived much too late. By the time it came, Annie was sitting up nursing her baby, but the ambulance men still insisted on taking them both to Bart’s Hospital.


Sheila, Nancy and Letty trekked home together. ‘Muvver had our baby on the bleedin’ bus,’ cried Sheila to a neighbour in the street.


‘Oh, my Gawd!’ the neighbour cried. ‘What she have?’


‘A girl,’ said Letty. ‘Goin’ to call her Amy, after Amy Johnson.’


‘Well, I never,’ said the neighbour, and Annie Flanagan giving birth on a bus was the talk of the district for days. The Star and the Standard newsboys ran around yelling: ‘Late night final. Baby born on London bus.’ And the Flanagans even made it into the Sunday papers with a picture of the whole family standing outside their small house with Annie seated on a chair with the new baby on her lap. And the baby, Amy, was from then on known as ‘our Amy, the one who got herself in the newspapers’.


Later, Annie said to Gran, the old midwife, ‘Sorry, gel, I never made it for yer. I was so showed up with all them people looking on. I swear I’ll have no more kids. I don’t care where old Dan sticks it but it won’t be up me.’


And Annie kept her word, for this little girl was the last of her brood. The baby of the family she remained and our Amy was generally spoilt by everyone. Not only had her arrival into the world brought a little notoriety to our street, but she was also a beautiful, pleasant baby with lots of golden curls, so who could not dote on her?


Annie went back to her job in the coal yard and did not fall pregnant again. As her large family grew up extra money was brought into the household. They now had lino in the passage and all the way up the stairs, and a pair of pretty new curtains in the front room. Emily, now courting, would sit in that front room on Sundays, kissing and cuddling with a nice young man, while her little brothers and the other street urchins would peer in through the window giggling and nudging each other as they spied on the young lovers.


And so life went on down our street much as it always had, even when times were hard for most people. The huge Flanagan family weathered the storm of the Depression and survived quite well in comparison to other poor families in the street. Perhaps it was their flair for enterprise and their unity that protected them.


In two years Annie was three times made a grandmother. First, Emily, who was now married and lived just round the corner, gave birth, and her baby was first to inherit Amy’s pram. Then Annie’s second son, young Dan, who now lived on the south side of London, became a father when his wife had produced one child and then another in quick succession. Nothing disturbed or bothered Annie. The kids left home, married and produced children; it was all in the way of life. No one got a posh wedding and very little time was taken off work for any sort of celebration. In 1938 her eldest son, Joe, joined up for the army.


Annie was quite stout now that she had finished childbearing and would puff out her cheeks as she lifted the huge coal shovel to fill the scales. But on Saturday nights, she scrubbed the coal dust from between the lines on her face, put on a white blouse and went to meet her husband Dan in the pub on the corner. Sometimes they would come home shouting and quarrelling and the whole street would listen. And sometimes they just sang uproariously and in harmony all the cheery Cockney songs, adding to the general belief that the Flanagans were one great big happy family. Perhaps some were aware that war was in the air but none had a clue that it would change the pattern of life down our street and everywhere else, for that matter.


When Joe came home on leave from the army one day, Annie was pleased that he looked very smart and had two stripes. But Joe was not concerned with his appearance.


‘Mother,’ he said, ‘you should think seriously of moving this lot out of London, because when the war comes it will be London that will get it.’


‘What bleedin’ war?’ asked Annie in surprise. ‘I never ’eard o’ no war.’


Dan said, ‘’Ush yer mouff, boy. Don’t come ’ome ’ere scarin’ yer muvver and the kids.’


And Joe could see that there was little point in saying more.


Amy was now five and skipped and jumped along beside the pram and played ball in the road with the other kids. There was no problem with parked cars because it was a dead-end street, and so mobs of children played out in the road in perfect safety. At the other end was the Regent’s Canal where the boys swam during the school holidays or fished for tiddlers.


One night big Dan came down the road looking a trifle weary. Half way down the street, he suddenly fell face downwards. All the kids milled around him not knowing what to do, until Charlie, the knock-up man, rushed out of his house and picked Dan up by the arms. Then he supported Dan’s head which had lolled forward. Dan’s face was bluish.


Little Amy took one look at her dad and then ran crying for Annie.


No one could revive Dan. He was taken to the local hospital in an ambulance but the bad news came back that Dan’s heart had just given out. He was forty-five years old.


There followed the sad days of mourning and then the funeral. All the little girls wore homemade black-and-white checked dresses, and the boys wore black ties and had black squares sewn on their jackets. The neighbours were very kind; it was a shame to see this big Flanagan family so subdued. Yet the very next day after the funeral Annie went to the coal yard, and Siddy joined Jack Davies on the coal cart, Billy ran the paper stand, and Wally chopped the wood. So life went on. Annie’s brood learned to survive the hard way. Only Amy was fussed and spoilt more than ever before. With her lovely blonde hair and her fat little legs, she would skip, jump and run, gathering compliments wherever she went. She was a charming, lively child, and well-loved by all.


That August the neighbours asked, ‘Will you still go ’oppin’, Annie?’


‘Course I will,’ replied Annie who yearned for the smell of the wood smoke and the happy company of the other hop-pickers. And indeed they went down to Kent, but that year they had travelled in style. Billy had learned to drive and had bought an old van which he used to do part-time removal jobs. So this year at the beginning of August they all piled in the van and off they went to the Kent hopfields. Thus Annie, her children and her grandchildren headed down to the old familiar hopping hut amid the glories of rural Kent, to the camp fire, the booze, the happy campers and hard work. Annie still wore a black dress but that was the only sign of her widowhood. The lines on her face had deepened but still the bright blue eyes looked out shrewdly onto the world, as amid her brood she began to pick the heavy, sweet-smelling hops at a terrific rate never ceasing to work until the sun went down.


Amy was not one for working hard and she spent most of the day playing with a tiny mongrel puppy that Wally had obtained for her. The dog was black and white and known as Spot because of the black patch over one eye.


No one in the hop field cared about what was going on away from it – that the world was in turmoil, and that Chamberlain was visiting Hitler. No one was bothered. There was always peace and beauty down there in Kent. The huge ripe apples dropped from the trees and the children played in the sweet meadowlands. Life could not have been pleasanter.


But one rather chilly evening just before dark, a light mist rose from the road. A large car came down those country lanes rather too speedily. It was driven by a lady, a member of the local gentry, who had drunk rather too many sherries at a neighbour’s drink’s party. She was in a hurry to get home before her husband started getting angry. He did not like to attend these social occasions she loved so much and he tolerated his wife’s attendance at them on the understanding that his own timetable was never put out. He liked to eat at 7.30 sharp every night.


This lady drove on, deep in thought and not paying attention enough to be able to brake as a little black-and-white dog rushed out from the hedgerow and ran across the road. She put her foot on the brake then but as the car went into a skid, she heard a great thud and saw a small figure, a child, being flung into the air.


The car had hit a tree and stopped. The woman was dazed and sat bewildered in her seat as blurred figures stood around the car, shouting and shaking their fists at her. Above their curses, she thought she could hear a child crying and gasping for help. Then as she was pulled from the car, she realized that the child was trapped between the wheels.


It was only when the fire brigade came that they were able to cut the young girl free. Then little Amy, unconscious, and badly injured, was placed with tender care in the ambulance and with her mother beside her, was taken to the Maidstone Hospital.


Annie sat in that hospital corridor for days, waiting and hoping for good news. On the fourth day she was told that Amy would live but that she had bad injuries and would need a lot of special care.


Annie sank to her knees. ‘Oh, dear Lord,’ she prayed, ‘thank you.’


Amy was in that hospital for six months. Annie visited her twice a week every week. They had shorn off Amy’s lovely curls. She had a deep scar on her forehead; her poor little legs had been broken and were in splints. But after the six months Annie brought her home to care for her. And as always, the other members of the family rallied round, taking it in turns to accompany Amy to the London Hospital for therapy as an out-patient.


It was nearly hopping time again before Amy recovered. She was no longer the little sunshine girl everyone had loved. She was often cross and querulous and got thoroughly spoilt.


The lady driver of the car had felt deeply ashamed of what had happened and offered Annie some compensation. But Annie had pride. ‘No,’ she had retorted. ‘Just pay the horspital expenses, that’s all I want from you.’ She almost spat the words out. For she knew that her daughter would bear those scars for the rest of her life.
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The Blitz


It was the beginning of September 1939. The sun shone down the street and Annie stood in Mrs Appleby’s little shop on the corner, her hands folded under the big sacking apron which she usually wore when she went hopping.


Mrs Appleby’s moon face was more solemn than usual as she loaded Annie’s purchases into the shopping bag for her. ‘News ain’t so good, is it, Annie?’


‘No, it ain’t,’ replied Annie crossly. ‘Bloody farmer don’t want us dahn ’oppin’ this year. He told Billy that the soldiers is goin’ to do it.’


‘It means one thing,’ replied Mrs Appleby, ‘that we definitely will have a war. It’s not all propaganda, yer knows.’


‘Well,’ said Annie, ramming the rest of her packets in the bag, ‘I won’t be buyin’ so much if I ain’t goin’ dahn ’oppin’. Won’t need ter stock up on tea an’ sugar.’


‘Yer might as well, Annie,’ replied Mrs Appleby. ‘’Cos it’s all goin’ ter be rationed, that’s what they say.’


‘I’ll believe that when I sees it,’ grumbled Annie. ‘And I’ll still save a few bob on yer bills.’ With that, Annie stomped out of the dim, dusty shop into the bright sunshine. Standing on the corner of the street she yelled in a loud voice. ‘Emily! Emily! Come over for a cuppa, and bring the baby. Want ter tell yer somefink.’


Annie’s daughter Emily put her bedraggled head out of her top window and yelled back. ‘All right, Muvver. I’ll just finish makin’ the bed an’ I’ll be o’er. Put the ke’le on.’


Five minutes later, they were sitting in Annie’s untidy cramped kitchen drinking tea. On her lap Emily held a chubby child who gnawed at a huge crust of bread. Emily looked like a younger version of her mother, with the same black hair and wide hips.


‘I dunno what the world’s a comin’ to,’ grumbled Annie. ‘No ’oppin’ this year and that old cow next door ’ad a face like a kike ’cause I didn’t stock up on me provisions like I usually does.’ Annie’s big face was distorted with rage as her wide mouth worked angrily and her odd upper teeth gnawed at her bottom lip.


Emily said, ‘We’re goin’ t’have a war, Muvver, there’s more t’worry abaht than yer bleedin’ ’oppin’.’


‘And that ain’t all,’ declared Annie. ‘Ol’ jack says he ain’t openin’ up the coal yard next season. Somefink abaht it ain’t bein’ worff it, and the guvment’s takin’ ’im over. I can’t understand it.’ Annie was quite indignant that her little world was being changed in ways and for reasons she couldn’t understand. She was very upset.


‘All I ’opes is that my Fred don’t get called up,’ muttered Emily. ‘’E might be, ’cos ’e’s bin in the Terrys, yer know, an’ they says that they will be the first ter go.’


‘Ger away,’ cried Annie, ‘they got plenty o’ soldiers. What abaht all the lads from this street? Only ’ad to ger in a bit o’ trouble wiff the law and they was shoved in the army.’


Emily sighed and picked up her baby. ‘I’ll go ’ome an’ listen to the wireless,’ she said in a depressed voice.


‘Lotter good that’ll do yer,’ said Annie, who never listened to it. ‘It’d be better if yer cleaned up that bleedin’ ’ouse o’ yours.’


‘Oh, shurrup,’ cried Emily, her eyes full of tears. It never did any good to argue with her mother.


But Annie put on her cardigan. ‘It’s gettin’ cold. I’ll go and get the kids from school,’ she muttered to herself. Then off she went down that familiar street towards the big council school to wait for the younger members of her family to come out at four o’clock. She realized how strange she was feeling; she hadn’t felt like this since the day poor Dan had collapsed and died. She stared dismally at the spot outside Charlie Nelson’s house where Dan had lain and drawn his last breath. She passed the big factory beside the canal where the workers seemed to be working hard at something or other. There were lots of sandbags all piled up; they seemed to be preparing a deep shelter. A shelter was what Annie would be needing before the end of the month, but she was a long way from realizing that. Annie never read newspapers, and seldom listened to the relay wireless that rang out from almost every house in the street except hers. Absorbed in her own world, the world of horror, bloodshed and partings had not become real to her, not yet.


The kids dashed out of school full of the news of the day. ‘If there’s war, we got to get evacuated,’ said Nancy.


‘Wot the bleedin’ ’ell is that?’ demanded Annie.


The little boys hopped up and down and ran around, yelling, ‘I’m an airyplane, bang! bang!’


‘Oh,’ said Annie, ‘ ’ere yer are, go an’ get some chips. I ain’t cooking tonight. Might go an’ ’ave a glass o’ stout. I’m fed up wiff all this bloody talk o’ war. C’mon, Amy, my luv, come and wait wiff me.’


Outside, Annie grasped hold of Amy’s hand. But Amy, whose scarred forehead and stiff leg made her different from the other children, put out her tongue and snapped, ‘No, I ain’t! I’m going with Nancy to the chip shop.’


With a deep sigh, Annie let go of Amy’s hand and went over to the pub. It was not open yet, and would not be until five. Annie felt quite fed up. It had really been a rotten day, but there were many, many more to come.


It happened on Sunday morning the next week. The relay wireless, which was very loud, was being operated from a shop across the main road. For a small sum each week it was then relayed into the houses. The announcer was saying in a deep voice that the prime minister was about to make a special announcement. Everyone stood around waiting. The boys on the corner gathered round the nearest house and stood listening, caps perched on the back of their heads, chokers around their necks. The kids stopped playing and old folk stood by their front doors. There was a silent air of expectancy throughout the whole street, as if the words of doom were to be spoken.


‘We are now at war with Germany,’ the prime minister’s voice declared with such a feeling of finality.


The silence remained in the air for a second or two, and then there was a loud buzz as everyone began to mill about talking.


One old man muttered, ‘Wot’s all the fuss? Lived frew two wars, I ’ave, an’ wiff enuff brahn ale I’ll live frew anuvver.’


But one old lady looked very worried. ‘Oh, dear, the poor kids,’ she wailed.


It was then that the eerie sound of the siren started up, at exactly eleven o’clock. Everyone looked astounded and then rushed hither and thither for a few moments before moving more quickly towards the new shelter which Annie had seen earlier being built underneath the factory.


Annie gathered her brood together and took them back inside her house. ‘Nuffink to be frightened of,’ she said. ‘It’s only practice.’


Ten minutes later the all-clear sounded and Emily came rushing back from the shelter with her children. ‘Oh, Muvver,’ she gasped, ‘why didn’t yer take cover?’


‘Wot for?’ asked Annie calmly. ‘Was only a false alarm.’


‘Well, it might not ’ave bin,’ cried Emily in exasperation. ‘I tell yer wot, I ain’t stayin’ ’ere. I’ll get ’vacuated, me and my kids.’


‘Please yerself,’ returned Annie, ‘but I ain’t leavin’ me house, not for ’alf a dozen bleedin’ ’itlers.’


The day the kids came out of school with their notices to be evacuated, Annie was still arguing. ‘Wot the bloody ’ell for? We ain’t had no air raid,’ she reasoned.


But Emily, who was always very sensible, said, ‘Look, Muvver, it’s compulsory for the kids, and you can go as well, if you like.’


‘No, fanks,’ said Annie, ‘if I can’t go ’oppin’, I ain’t goin’ nowhere else.’


Nancy, however, was very practical. ‘Get our fings together, Mum, ’cause we gotter be outside the school in the morning if we are going.’


‘Won’t it be nice,?’ Letty said. ‘It’ll be real country where we are goin’.’


‘Do what yer like,’ declared Annie, plonking herself down in an easy chair. ‘Yer always bloody well do, but I warns yer, yer will all be glad to get back ’ome again.’


The next morning, well scrubbed and quite tidy, the younger Flanagan children stood ready to go. Labels hung about their necks detailing their names and address; gas masks hung over their shoulders; and sandwich boxes swung by their sides.


Annie looked sulky and folded her arms obstinately. But Nancy kissed her and prepared to marshal the little group out of the front door.


Amy clung to Nancy’s hand.


‘Oh, not Amy!’ cried Annie in despair.


‘There’s no reason why yer can’t come, Muvver,’ said Nancy, who was very adult in her way, ‘other muvvers are goin’.’


Annie’s lips clamped down hard. ‘Write to me,’ she said. ‘I betcher will be ’ome next week,’ she added.


As Nancy marched the little family out of the house Annie sat in her chair, too upset even to cry.


There was great excitement outside the school that morning. Everyone was saying goodbye. The mums were tearful and the kids were all playing up and enjoying the attention focused on them. It was such a momentous day when the kids were evacuated from our street.


And after they had gone, taken off in a bus to the railway station, an eerie silence hung in the air. The street was abandoned, deserted, the pavements were clean and tidy, and just a few straggly dogs and cats snuffled about searching mournfully for their little owners.


Annie sat in her tiny kitchen feeling quite dejected. Her arms were crossed and her brow knitted in a sullen expression. That is how she looked when Sheila came home from work. Then Billy popped in and Siddy arrived back from his last day working on the coal cart. He was black with dust. ‘Muvver,’ he said, ‘where’s the ’ot water? I wanna wash.’


Sheila had sat down very weary as usual. ‘Wot we got for tea, Mum?’ she asked.


‘Get any Woodbines from Appleby’s today, Mum?’ asked Billy.


Annie shook her big mournful head, let out a sob, and then burst into tears with loud Irish howls. ‘The kids ’ave bin ’vacuated and Emily and her kids have gorn wiff ’em too. What’m I goin’ ter do?’


Her remaining children rushed to comfort her. Sidney kissed her and hugged her tight leaving a black mark on her blouse. Sheila clung round her neck and wept. ‘Cheer up, Mum,’ she said, ‘I’ll go an’ get us some fags.’


Annie wiped her eyes and blew her nose. ‘Oh, come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s get the supper ready, life has ter go on.’


Soon the fire was burning bright and the kettle singing on the hob. Annie sliced up the big ham she had been keeping for the weekend, while Sheila fried chips. Soon the family, though somewhat reduced in size, was sitting around that great table once more.


Things began to happen very quickly over the next two weeks. First, Joe’s wife wrote to say that Joe was in France, and then Emily’s husband got called up. Billy volunteered for the Army Transport and young Dan was going into the Air Force. Annie could hold on to her family no longer. Before Christmas that year, her brood had gradually dispersed, leaving poor Annie feeling very alone and somewhat confused about what was happening.


Sheila clung close. She changed her job to sewing army uniforms and always came home after work each evening to keep Annie company. But when Sheila’s boyfriend, Stan, got called up, she was very upset.


Only young Sidney seemed indifferent to what was going on. The war had lost him his job on the coal cart. The horse and cart had been sold and his boss had gone off to the country. Siddy now hung about on the corner with a small group of youths. Only those unfit for the services or too lazy to work were left, for most of the lads in the street had gone. Siddy signed on the dole and hung around all day. He lay in bed in the morning and stayed out half the night.


‘Gerrup, you lazy sod!’ Annie would charge into the communal bedroom in the mornings and bellow at him. To lie in bed late was a crime.


‘Wot’s wrong wiff Sidney?’ she asked Sheila. ‘Why’s ’e loafin’ around when there’s good money to be made on war work?’


Fair, gentle Sheila would try to explain. ‘Muvver, he don’t believe in it.’


‘Don’t believe in wot?’ Annie would ask querulously.


‘In war, Mum. He doesn’t fink people should kill each other.’


‘Don’t fink wot? Why, if ’is Dad were ’ere he’d ger a good ’iding, he would.’


‘But, Mum, Siddy is really sincere. He had no intention of fighting in this war. He says it’s against his own working class. He has got principles.’


Annie could hardly believe her ears. ‘Well! I never ’eard such nonsense! He don’t ’ave ter go in the army if he’s scared. Why can’t ’e work in the factory, or somefink?’


‘Oh, Mum, leave him alone,’ Sheila begged, eager not to allow any rows to start.


Annie could not understand and was most disgruntled by her son’s behaviour. But Siddy did not care. He wore a striped suit and a big wide hat. He spent a lot of time with his many pals and was seldom ever at home.


‘Now where’s that sod?’ Annie would demand.


Gentle Sheila, sitting quietly knitting socks for the soldiers, would look at her anxiously. ‘Mum, you have driven him out. All I hope is that he don’t get into trouble.’


‘What trouble?’ exclaimed Annie. ‘Ain’t we all got enough trouble?’


And trouble had indeed begun, for each night it was a general exodus over to the shelter for Annie and Sheila since Hitler had begun his bombing of London. Even Annie realized that it was better to be in the safety of that deep shelter than under the flimsy kitchen table. She and Sheila went over every night and also often in the day when the daylight raids began. Sheila clung close and lovingly to her mum, and wrote long letters to her boyfriend until he went missing at Dunkirk. Then she became even more withdrawn and extremely nervous of the bombs. And so Annie Flanagan with that one last daughter, sat out the early days of the war in London, often wondering if she would ever see the rest of her family again.
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Evacuation


On that September morning in 1939, when the long crowded train pulled slowly out of Victoria Station and puffed its way down south, it had several hundred children aboard. The East End had been emptied of its child population, and these children were now being transported off to rural areas away from the expected forthcoming blitz.


The kids leaned out of the windows waving wildly and shouting goodbye to everyone in great excitement. To most, it was a great adventure. They sang raucous street songs such as, ‘Let’s all go dahn ’oppin’,’ with memories of happier days. A few tears were shed but were soon forgotten.


Nancy sat with Amy on her lap and pointed at the cows in the field through the train window.


Amy looked unhappy. ‘Why didn’t Mum come wiff us, Nancy?’ Her voice sounded depressed. ‘She will get killed when the bombs drop.’


‘Oh, you mustn’t say that, darlin’,’ cried Nancy, hugging her close.


Nancy was not yet fourteen and a very pretty girl. Her auburn hair hung down her back in rippling waves; she had long slim legs, a small waist and sleepy brown eyes. She was already becoming a lovely young woman, and here she was on her way to an unknown destination with a family of little brothers and sisters in her charge. But she was used to minding the children; like her elder sisters, she had done this from a very early age.


An anxious Letty sat facing Nancy, occasionally sniffing or rubbing her nose. She was dark and a little highly strung. Next to her was Lily, who was dark, sturdy and very self-possessed. ‘I wonder how the boys are,’ Lily said. Boys and girls had been segregated on the train and kept in their original school classes to make it easier when separating them.


‘We must try and find them when the train stops,’ said Nancy. ‘You know how mischievous they are.’


The train rolled on through the English countryside towards the southwest coast, but at a junction just outside a station, the train was split in two. While the first half continued on, the back half went off up to the Midlands, taking Annie Flanagan’s little boys with it. They were to disappear for quite a few years.


Nancy was very worried when she realized that the boys had gone but a kind schoolteacher calmed her down and explained that there had been too many children for the small village that they were heading for, so they had sent half in another direction.


It was nightfall when the train finally stopped at a small station on the borders of Devon and Dorset. That first night away from home, the travel-weary children huddled down together under grey army blankets on the floor of the village hall, munching their sandwiches and sipping mugs of steaming cocoa. Some began to cry for their mothers, while others were simply too excited to sleep. The billeting officer, a young woman with a nice smile, spent the whole night going around and consoling them.
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