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In the Wednesbury of my grandmother’s day a ‘penny dip’ consisted of a slice of stale bread dipped in gravy made with the juices of cooked meats and purchased from the cookshop situated in Union Street.

During the Second World War a ‘penny dip’ could be got at Purchases’ General Store in Dangerfield Lane. This gave two boiled sweets or caramels. How strange, then, that no matter how many times you produced sweet coupons and asked for the monthly ration of one quarter pound of sweets there were never any to be had!
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Portway Road
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Although I have written stories of Black Country life at the turn of the twentieth century, colouring them with characters drawn from my imagination, those you will read about in this particular saga were - and are - most assuredly real.

Perhaps I should begin with my grandparents. Walter Edward and Mary Eliza Astbury - my paternal great-grandparents, in fact - had eight children, one of whom, Florence, was the grandmother I never saw and who, as it proved, never harboured a wish to see me or any of the family subsequently born to the son she abandoned at the age of three months.

My maternal grandparents, William Henry and Mary Ann Price, had four children, the third being Annie, born with a paralysed right arm and twisted left leg.

George Henry, the son of Florence, and Annie, the daughter of William Henry and Mary Ann, married and in their turn produced five daughters: Hilda May, Phoebe Mary, Ann Georgina, Margaret Rose (myself) and lastly Irene Joan.

October 14 1900 saw the birth of an illegitimate baby boy. Born to Florence Astbury, then only seventeen years old, he was taken to live in a tiny run-down terraced house.

Number twenty-six Portway Road was the home and one of a long line of smoke-blackened houses of Florence, her parents and seven brothers and sisters.

What life was like in such cramped, damp conditions cannot  be described, but whatever it was, it was not for Florence. Three months after giving birth she abandoned the child.

It might have been an orphanage for George Henry, with no father to claim or support him; that was the usual procedure in the case of abandoned children. But not for George. Florence’s parents kept the infant, raising him as one of their own.

The child never saw his mother again.

An unhappy beginning? Of course. Such an introduction to life is not the best for any child but from stories of escapades related many years later it was obvious George Henry grew up well adjusted and happy enough. Nevertheless, when speaking to his own children of Florence, the mother he eventually learned had come to own a boarding house in Blackpool, the woman who never once attempted to contact him, George’s eyes could never quite hide the sadness inside.

Holyhead Road Boys’ School provided George’s education until he reached fourteen. This proved an establishment which brooked no ‘cheek’. A leather strap issued swift retribution to any lad daring to answer back when reprimanded or told to do something he didn’t want to do, misdemeanours of this or any other sort brought six of the best and worn-through trousers offered little protection to the bottom.

Exceptions were not countenanced at Holyhead Road Boys’ School. No matter how poor the family, every boy must arrive each morning in a fresh white paper collar. These could be obtained from John Craven’s general store in nearby King Street. But paper collars cost a halfpenny each and from almost his first day at school George had to earn the necessary coin to buy them even though this involved him running errands until nine or ten o’clock at night.

Footwear too was closely inspected and though George’s boots regularly had no soles other than those cut from  cardboard boxes donated by the same John Craven, the uppers had to be polished until the master ‘could see his face in them’.

This headmaster, nicknamed ‘Old Nick’ by George and the other pupils, would stand at the narrow gateway of the school entrance each morning. There he would consult his pocket watch and at exactly two minutes before nine o’clock would proceed to ring the brass bell held in his other hand. Woe betide any boy arriving after the last peal.

Shuffling along in boots often belonging to his father, George often fell victim to the strap for missing the bell. Laughing over this in later life he would declare ‘it were due to me shoes, they was so big I couldn’t get ‘em past Old Nick stood at the gate’.

Late arrival at school was not always the only reason for boots so big he could hardly keep them on, there was also the business of the penny.

Every evening after supper Walter sent George to buy half an ounce of shag tobacco, the reward being a penny. Every evening this was duly placed beneath the pillow of the bed he shared with Alfred, Walter and Eliza’s youngest son. Yet next morning the penny had always mysteriously disappeared. Tooth fairies getting their wires crossed? Not a bit of it. With the boys soundly asleep the wily Walter would remove the coin from beneath the pillow to be produced the next time tobacco was called for.

Continued additions to the family of Walter and Mary Eliza made an already overcrowded house even more untenable and they moved to Ethelfleda Terrace, a cluster of houses grouped close to the parish church of Saint Bartholomew.

Occupying the site of an Iron Age fort raised by Ethelfleda, daughter of Alfred the Great, then later becoming the place of  a heathen temple dedicated to the god Woden, the church stands on a hill overlooking Wednesbury (Woden’sburgh).

This larger house boasted large barrel-shaped cellars, a great place for two boys to play in wet weather. They found it spooky and often would scare themselves with tales of ghosts and ghouls lurking in the shadows. But it was the two very large and very heavy wooden doors closing off the further end that drew them most. Banded across with iron, the keyhole large enough to peep through and see the blackness on the other side, these doors intrigued the pair. What lay through them on the other side? Young minds probed the possibilities, eager eyes and hands searched for the key to those doors which would reveal what magic and the mystery?

But no key was to be found!

Tantalised by boyish dreams of treasure, George decided to ask where it was kept. Putting the question to Mary Eliza, both he and Alfred were taken aback by the vehemence of her answer. They were never, never to try opening those doors; in fact they were banned from going into the cellars again.

But Mary Eliza had not realised, or perhaps had overlooked, the fact that bans and boys don’t go together. In the case of Alfred and George they certainly did not.

Reluctant to give up their playground, that place of fantasy and promised riches, they continued in their illicit visits. Until caught by Walter!

Chased by Alfred, a lighted candle held beneath his chin while he groaned and moaned, George’s half-laughing half-screaming shouts brought Walter to the head of the cellar steps. The boys extinguished the candle with a gasp and froze.

‘Be no good served by standin’!’ Walter’s voice echoed in the silent darkness. ‘There be only one way out, you takes it or else you stops where you be - for the night.’

Ghosts and ghouls had been fun when the door to the cellars was open to flying feet, but to be locked in! To climb back up those steps could well end in a hiding . . . But not to climb them! The choice left them no choice at all.

Back in the kitchen, they faced an irate Walter. Hadn’t they been told not to go into the cellars?

What was all the mystery?

Bottoms sore from the price of their disobedience, Alfred and George asked themselves the question long after being sent to bed. It was Mary Eliza who whispered the answer. Behind those heavy doors sealing off the cellars was a tunnel, but the tunnel was flooded and in danger of collapse, therefore it must never be entered.

Was there truly a tunnel?

‘Oh yes.’ Mother would answer her own kids when retelling Father’s story. ‘It leads straight from Dudley Castle to Church Hill, it was so folk could escape in times of danger; it were along that tunnel the King’s men escaped them of the Parliament.’

Cavaliers and Roundheads! What pictures that drew in my young mind, what tales could be told.

Mother enjoyed nothing so much as telling a tale and this was just one more. But this tale persisted, told and retold through the years. As so many times in childhood I would listen but smile to myself and think, ‘Come on, Mom, who do you think you are kidding?’

It was not until the seventies Mother’s tale was vindicated. Excavations for a new building development in West Bromwich revealed a tunnel fairly deep underground. Archaeological investigation showed it did indeed connect Dudley Hill to Wednesbury Church Hill; it also revealed a network of similar tunnels branching in several directions.

Cavaliers and Roundheads?

Certainly Cromwell ordered Dudley Castle blown up, and yes, various artefacts were excavated, some of which dated from that period. Perhaps Mother’s elaboration of a tale had not been such an elaboration after all.
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 Life in Pitt’s Square
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My mother Annie was the third child of William Henry and Mary Ann Price. Life was hard for many people at the turn of the twentieth century but maybe we can be forgiven for saying that for folk in the Black Country, living their lives in the misery of nail making, sweating fourteen hours a day in steel and iron factories or underground in coal mines, life was just that much harder. How easy, then, for William Henry and Mary Ann to have said raising a child who might never be able to work, to contribute in any way to the economy of the household, was beyond their means. But Annie, the daughter born on July 28 1905 with a badly twisted left leg and a right arm she could not raise, was as loved and cared for as were her brother and sisters.

Number six, Pitt’s Square, Lea Brook, Wednesbury, home to the Price family, stood at the end of a long street of terraced houses backing on to Lea Brook Sports Ground.

A water tap stood in the communal yard, which had a privy at the further end. This was shared by three families comprising some two dozen people, a number which in later years would increase significantly as more children and grandchildren were born.

Many houses such as this set in squares or folds had in addition to share a wash-house, or, as still locally named, a ‘brew ‘ouse’. Number six did not: it carried the dubious  privilege of a large brick-built boiler in the kitchen, and as a result wash days added to the damp of old brickwork.

This, then, was the environment into which my mother was born and where she would live the next twenty-eight years of her life.

Christened in the church of St James, Annie did not join the school of that same name at the usual age of three years, her mother perhaps fearing for the wellbeing of her crippled child among boisterous youngsters.

The birth of a fourth child, however, added to Mary Ann’s burden of helping to support a family of three daughters and a son, none of whom were yet of an age to bring in a weekly wage. In those days, a growing family did not go hand in hand with growing weekly earnings of the father. So caring for a crippled five year old and a newborn baby had to be combined with Mary Ann’s mode of earning a living. With children in an old pram and a bundle on her head she continued to collect clothing no longer wanted by the wealthier of Wednesbury’s industrial elite, passing them on to a second-hand clothes dealer who ran a stall in Birmingham’s ‘Rag’ market and who paid a few pence for each item.

But even the members of a coal baron’s family or those wives of wealthy steel merchants could not throw out clothes willy-nilly; many days were spent picking coal from colliery waste heaps. This practice was not without hazard. Much as the material they picked was waste from the coal mines and of no value to the pit owners, those owners did not look kindly on women desperate enough to spend hours on their knees scratching among the dirt in search of tiny pieces of coal. Magistrates were informed and sometimes these ‘pit bank wenches’ had to endure not only a fine but also a term of  imprisonment that took no regard of any children they might be forced to leave.

Weather had little effect upon the coal picking; rain, sleet, bitter winds - women and young children were forced to work through them all or go without food. Only when the heaps became frost bound and the women’s fingers almost immovable due to the cold were the banks deserted.

Towards the end of the day came the Jagger. With horse-drawn cart he would visit every pit heap in turn, paying no more than sixpence however large the bag of coal a woman might have picked - often the payment was less. Protests were in vain; the threat to inform the colliery owner of their activities was more than enough to silence women’s dissent, for they knew full well the measure of the man who took the proceeds of a day’s work then sold it on for half again what he paid to them; they knew avarice was the foundation of his business and spite would keep it firm.

This, then, was an accepted part of Mary Ann’s life. Until one particular day.

Phoebe, her youngest child, was teething. Pain kept the infant from sleeping and consequently Mary Ann also suffered a series of broken nights, but weary as this left her the day’s work must be done.

Leaving her bucket every half hour to soothe the wailing Phoebe, or to lift the crippled Annie from the pram so the needs of nature could be attended to, then to breast-feed one and give a piece of bread and cheese to the other, Mary Ann found her day more fraught and less productive than usual.

This latter was remarked upon by the Jagger. Looking at a bag holding some three quarters of its more usual amount he obviously saw the chance for a larger profit than he normally  made; the woman had children to keep, she would sell and be glad of the chance.

Kicking one boot against the side of the rough sack he snorted, ‘ ’Alf a bag be of no use to me.’

‘Ain’t ’alf a bag,’ Mary Ann responded quickly. ‘It be nigh on three quarter an’ none o’ it be bats, you don’t find no rubbish in the bag Mary Ann Price picks!’

That was one claim the Jagger could not refute, the women he bought from knew better than to try to foist slate upon him, do it once and they wouldn’t pick the bank again; but the claim of a three-quarter-filled sack he could defeat.

‘Nigh on!’ He kicked the sack again. ‘Nigh on three quarter you says! D’ya tek me forra fool? The bag be no more than ‘alf, an’ that as I’ve said already be of no use to me, but . . .’ He paused, sending a glance to the pram with its crying infant, ‘I tell ya what I’ll do, I’ll gie ya tuppence.’

A day of constant grubbing among coal dust caked to sludge by drizzling rain added to Mary Ann’s weariness from sleepless nights.

‘Tuppence!’ she exploded. ‘You don’t be satisfied with tekin’ the shimmy [vest] from a baby’s back, you’d tek the bread from its mouth!’

Unused to such defiance, the Jagger kicked again at the sack, the force of his foot sending it over and spilling the hard-won coal. ‘I said tuppence an’ tuppence it be or naught.’

‘Then it be naught!’ Tiredness cleared the way for Mary Ann’s anger.

Aware of the other women watching, aware also that to allow one picker to get away with defying him might well open the floodgates to the rest doing the same, the Jagger’s whip hand came into play.

Loud and dominant, his voice reached over the black wastes  of pit heaps. ‘You refuses the money I offers, that be your choice; now ‘ear the one that be mine. Tomorrow I goes to see Mister Wilson Lloyd who you all knows be the proprietor o’ Forge Pool Colliery an’ the owner o’ this ‘ere ground. ’E will be interested in my informin’ him o’ the pilferin’ you women does, the stealin’ o’ coal from his property, an’ learn o’ it he will lessen that there bag be sold to me for the price I named.’

To do as he threatened would mean women losing what might be the only way they had of helping support a family. The poor wages earned by menfolk working in the mines or the iron and steel could not do that alone. Mary Ann realised this but she also realised she was being cheated more than ever and her Irish temper rose.

‘You’ll be informin’ Mister Wilson Lloyd will ye? Then inform him o’ this as well . . .’

The words hardly free of her mouth, she swung a tight clenched fist hard against the Jagger’s face sending him sprawling in the black sludge.

‘. . . an’ while ye be along o’ Park Lane ’Ouse be sure to inform the owner o’ Forge Pool Colliery it were a woman gied ye a bloody nose . . . and ‘er be ready to do it again, ye robbing bugger!’

The temper of Mary Ann, inherited from a grandfather who had come from Ireland around 1850 to work digging canals, was a byword in Pitt’s Square. Few, man or woman, crossed her and those who tried came out of it the worst. Not to mention Mary Ann’s husband.

The Jagger knew the strength and temper of her husband. William Henry Price was not one to stand by while his wife was threatened; though a carter and thus away from home days at a stretch he always returned, and any man who had offended Mary Ann would be paid with broken bones.  Scrabbling to his feet he left, more muttered threats floating behind him.

‘Ya think ‘e’ll tell on we, Mary Ann?’

As the women helped retrieve every last tiny jet-black kibble, returning it to the sack, they voiced their nervousness.

She could not answer. In truth, who could say what a man such as that one, a man shamed by a woman’s blow and one delivered in front of a bevy of others, would do in revenge?

‘I don’t ‘ave the answerin’ o’ that.’ Mary Ann hoisted the sack onto her head, steadying it with one hand as she stared after the departing Jagger. ‘But this much I does say . . ’ her voice rose, carrying after the man, ‘and Enoch Birks knows it to be no lie. So sure he speaks one word to ’im who lives along o’ Park Lane then the next time he be seen it won’t be leadin’ no ’orse. It’ll be floatin’ arse up in the cut and not a whole bone in his body!’

He had not needed to hear the warning to know he must abide by it. Mary Ann and her neighbours were not brought before the Magistrate.

 



With Phoebe reaching the toddler stage and becoming less happy to sit hours in a pram too small to hold a pair of growing children, Mary Ann was at last forced to consider sending Annie to school. For there was no help to be got from the Council nor from the government in London. Every hard-pressed mother in Wednesbury could quote the saying by which their families’ lives were led: ‘If you don’t work you don’t eat!’ It was the truth.

The sack of coal bits she knew would have to find another Jagger steadied with one hand, the other wheeling the pushchair, Mary Ann turned for home. The only help was the workhouse along Meeting Street - and they helped folk into  the grave! The only answer was the first one; she would have to send Annie to school. But how would she fare? She had not the learning of those children who had the benefit of being a student some five years and more; would that mean her child would be teased, possibly laughed at?

But all these thoughts had to be put aside. Dressed in white frilled pinafore over a blue frock, white ribbons tied to the end of two long plaits, her boots polished so they gleamed blacker than the coal Mary Ann picked, Annie was taken to St James’ Church of England School.

As it happened, Mary Ann need not have feared. Clara, her older daughter, was on hand to ‘persuade’ the less well-intentioned child that it might be in his or her best interests not to tease her sister. The headmistress Miss Budd also took Annie beneath a benevolent wing. Several times each day she would withdraw her from lessons and taking her into her private room would remove the clumsy boot and irons supporting Annie’s leg and proceed to spend an hour or so talking to her while massaging both leg and arm. This may not have added to Annie’s education but it certainly prevented further deterioration of muscle as well as helping in getting a child to walk with confidence and so lead a life happily mixing with her peers. A life which at the age of twenty years was joined to that of George Henry Astbury.

On a Sunday afternoon stroll in Wednesbury’s Brunswick Park, Annie and her sister Phoebe paused to listen to the town band playing in the bandstand. A young man neatly dressed in brown suit, collar and tie - everyone donned their Sunday best for this weekly saunter - smiled politely, wishing them good afternoon.

A casual encounter, but one which over the weeks became a regular occurrence: a smile, a few words, pleasant moments  listening to the band. But the weeks had wrought a change. It was no longer the music that drew George and Annie to the park, the couple’s interest was in each other. They were in love. Fine, except that twenty-two-year-old George was engaged to another girl.

This came as a bitter blow for seventeen-year-old Annie. Her world had become filled with dreams, now suddenly those dreams were shattered. They both knew that their meetings - no longer chaperoned by Phoebe - should have ended then, but neither had the emotional strength that was required to do it.

Over eighty years ago, breaking an engagement was not viewed with the same tolerance as it is today. Promises given were promises to be kept. But marriage to a person you did not love could ruin more than one life. Coming to terms with the truth of this, George ended his engagement and two years later, on June 28 1925, he married Annie in the church of St James, Wednesbury, and went to live in Annie’s parents’ house in Pitt’s Square.

This was not the easiest of situations. William Henry had not taken kindly to the man who had seduced his daughter, an attitude he seemingly retained for the rest of his life.

Maybe it was the matter of Annie’s father’s disapproval of George, and the reason of it, that kept the story of their first meeting shrouded in mystery.
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 A Christmas Gift
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On December 21 1925, Annie was in labour with her first child.

George listened while Mary Ann told her daughter ‘everythin’ be as it should’, but each step of the way from Lea Brook to the White Horse, where they could get the tram to West Bromwich, was filled with worry. What if Mary Ann were wrong? What if everything didn’t be as it should?

The jolting of the tram made Annie moan softly, the constant stopping and re-starting painting lines of anxiety over George’s face.

There were no ambulances like those he had seen during the 1914-18 war, there was no help of that kind for folk who didn’t have the money to pay. Should a doctor be needed he had to be paid, but that was a luxury that not many folk in Wednesbury could afford. A woman in labour, a man injured at his work, a child brought down with sickness, all were nursed by their family. It was precious few who could pay a penny a week to a hospital fund providing insurance for medical treatment. Those poor souls were forced to apply to the Poor Law and were subjected to the means test which demanded that everything a body had that could be sold was sold before they were given a farthing. Thank God George had a job and was able to pay that penny, and so did not have to apply to the Poor Law to provide for Annie’s delivery.

The journey seemed unending, the time it was taking appeared ten times longer than usual! George fretted, his lips white and set.

Hallam Hospital was a grim-looking brick-built Victorian edifice, its dark covering of soot from countless factory smoke stacks adding to its forbidding exterior. But here were the doctors and nurses who could help his wife. Holding to this thought, George answered the questions of a thin-faced woman at the reception desk.

‘What name is the patient? Patient’s age? Has the patient visited the hospital before today? Name of patient’s doctor?’

They went on until George wanted to shake the woman, to shout couldn’t she see his wife was in pain!

Sensing his distress above her own, Annie slipped her hand into his. ‘It’ll be all right,’ she murmured, ‘it’ll be over soon.’

But soon could not be soon enough. Half carrying Annie in the direction pointed by the thin-faced receptionist, George lived a lifetime in every moment.

‘You can go home now!’ Crisp as her starched apron, the folds of an equally starched cap touching her shoulders, a nurse barred the way into the maternity unit.

‘Visiting is allowed Wednesdays and Sundays, three o’ clock until four.’

That was all. No smile, no reassurance, just a polite way of saying ‘sling your hook’. George stared at the door which had closed on Annie and that starch-tongued nurse. He couldn’t go home, he couldn’t leave Annie here alone. But the next steps along the high-ceilinged, brown and yellowed-cream-painted corridor were those of a porter. Though more sympathetic the man was adamant. George must leave.

[image: 004]

Christmas Eve. Annie glanced about the maternity ward empty except for herself. Hilda May, born in the small hours of December 22, had arrived safely and with mother and child both doing well, just one nurse was on duty in the ward, the others having been granted a couple of hours off in order that they might exchange gifts and greetings in another part of the building. Saddened by the young nurse’s obvious disappointment, Annie urged her to ‘forget duty for a few minutes and look in’ on the gathering. After all, the baby was in a cot beside the bed, they were both perfectly all right. ‘What harm could come of a few minutes?’

Uncertainty flickered over the face of the nurse; dare she risk Ward Sister or worse, Matron, discovering such an escapade? But it was Christmas Eve, and she would be gone only for a moment.

Temptation, aided and abetted by Annie’s encouraging smile, overcame resistance. But before scampering off for her stolen moment the nurse first brought a large Alsatian dog to lie beside Annie’s bed.

Questions as to the reason of this would eat away the promised minutes, but the exit of her smiling nurse left Annie feeling apprehensive. Was it the usual thing to do? Why bring a dog into the ward? Why such a big dog?

Questions need answers and seconds after the quick tap of the nurse’s footsteps had faded the answers were given.

From the floor a soft growl played on the silence. Annie looked at the dog. Hair bristling, teeth bared, it growled a second time.

What had disturbed it? Why was it growling?

Wishing she had not urged the nurse to leave, Annie clutched the sheet with trembling fingers. Then she heard  it, a sound like the scrabbling of fingernails against a board and with it a soft high-pitched laugh. The dog bounded across the room and rose on its hind legs, snarling at a heavy door inset with a small iron grille and behind the grille was the grinning face of a man.

The maternity unit adjoined the Borough Asylum for the mentally disturbed, one of whose number Annie would declare for the rest of her life had called and grinned at her until the return of the nurse chased him away.
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