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1
            Introduction

            Hello, welcome, come on in

         

         On the Northern Line, going south. A group of four get on and we’re all standing together, at the window end of a grimy London Underground carriage. Three young teenagers are accompanied by a tall man who positions himself in the middle of the group, slightly back from what would be a rough semi-circle if we weren’t on the Tube. No one’s on their phone. I’m immediately interested and my radar switches on because I’m seeing something that I can’t yet name. This is not a family group and they don’t look like a lost portion of a school trip either, the adult’s unlaced Timberlands at odds with a narrow interpretation of ‘business dress’.

         He’s listening, actively, tuning in to the as-yet-unspoken. Around his neck is a lanyard that reads ‘Wipers Youth CIC’. I’ve never heard of the organisation but the presence of this ID reveals the dynamic. The ties between this group are social and have been built between the young people and their youth worker. Wipers, I discover later, specialise in improving the confidence and self-esteem of vulnerable youth through mentoring. Their tagline is appropriate for this Tube carriage context: A clearer vision for a safer journey.

         One of the Wipers group is telling the youth worker about an everyday example of interpersonal teenage drama, which in this case involves money. Listening, the adult draws another youngster into the conversation, recounting what’s been said and seeking an opinion. He’s a conductor, quietly indicating 2who should speak and noticing what might need to be said, with low-key authority that keeps him simultaneously on the teenagers’ level and above it, offering off-hand observations instead of direct instructions.

         Seamlessly, he steers the conversation around a gentle bend and another of the teens picks up the signal. Previously, this one has been silent, but he loves anime and can’t help but glow when he’s talking about it. He lights up, shifting from a kind of absence into presence simply by the opening up of space in which he can contribute with enthusiasm. Two stops pass as he recounts the entire plot of his favourite show, and it’s lovely to hear because this youngster, who’ll quickly be coded as troublesome above ground, is being childish in the best possible way, unselfconsciously. The group get off and I watch them walk up the platform. The youth worker is keeping time with the kids. He’s solid yet mutable, able to meld gently with what’s happening, utilising a kind of focus that appears softened and practical. For ten minutes, this man transformed the end of a Tube carriage into a youth club.

         
            *

         

         A central quality connects all the spaces in this book, whether they’re attended by five young people or five hundred, in a shed or a purpose-built centre. A youth club, as far as I’m concerned, is a broadly warm and welcoming space where those who are in their second decade of life can gather regularly, in person, without compulsion, to do things they like doing, or to discover what they like doing, where restorative ‘hanging out’ is welcome. Some of these are officially designated, others less so. Youth clubs are places of mutual aid, not easily flipped 3into private profit, which makes them political too: not political with a big or small ‘p’, but with a wavy one, drawn with a borrowed felt-tip pen.

         The titular space comes in many shapes and sizes. Some of you might have an image in your head, perhaps relating to your own experiences or to demographically familiar places containing pool tables or PlayStations. For others, they’ll be cultural expressions of a distant past, like the coffee bars of 1950s Soho are for me. Youth clubs are a shifting entity, which adapts to whatever is available at a given moment in time. The youth club story has been acutely sensitive to changes in national, local and street-level politics; to culture as it arrives and leaves; and to ordinary community machinations in any given place. Sometimes they’ve been nationwide and plentiful; other times, as recounted above, they’ve been squeezed into the end of a Tube carriage. In their broadest sense, youth clubs are prismatic: you can look through them to see society from many different angles.

         Youth clubs have been part of everyday life in the UK and Northern Ireland for over 150 years. Many people born before the start of the twenty-first century would have attended one, even as the youth service declined from the mid-1980s onwards. They’ve been maintained throughout history by a shifting and interconnected fascia of local authorities and voluntary or community organisations. Some have been run by the council in specially constructed buildings, attached to housing estates or schools. Others had a faith context, even if that was just someone in the congregation with keys and authority who’d allow local teenagers to stream through the doors.

         Somewhere in the picture there will be adults, enabling access to whatever is on offer, and doing so through a unique dynamic. Motivated youth have repeatedly created spaces for 4themselves, by themselves: contemporary examples would be the skatepark or gathering places for rollerskaters, but even in these places, there are often helpful older people on the edges. Youth clubs can be sites of bonding across the generations, built out of choice.

         Much of the existing discussion and documentation on the subject of youth clubs comes from the perspective of adult youth workers, with books, annual reports and articles discussing various aspects of their craft. Youth work has been much studied, but is abstract without spaces in which to enact it. I wanted to focus on youth clubs, in the broadest possible sense of the term, and try to understand what was happening when people attended them.

         All societies have initiation rites, and many of ours have come adrift or been commercialised. I suspect that some of the necessary transition work that must happen between childhood and adulthood often takes place on weekday evenings, when teenagers can make noise, lounge about and experience an absence of structure alongside planned activities. The remaining survivor youth clubs, which operate in the tiny cracks available in hyper-capitalised towns and cities, show what’s possible and provide a blueprint for the rebuilding. I say this believing that optimism can be a form of defiance. And, just to say it out loud, we don’t need anything back, because we can’t ever go back. The youth clubs of the 1930s wouldn’t have suited the 1990s. We need what the conditions suggest now and in the future. In this way youth clubs are an aspect of creativity itself, improvised into existence, aiming for harmonics. Among other things, they have long offered an affordable, and mostly accessible, rite of passage.

         All of this was broadly the same wherever you lived in mainland UK or the North of Ireland, although with some structural 5and cultural differences. For example, the Boys’ Brigade was formed in Glasgow and fed into the foundations of Scottish youth work, much of which took place in schools. In Wales, many youth clubs had connections to community assets built and paid for by workers, often in mining communities. English history, meanwhile, meant time-rich wealthy people would often act as benefactors or volunteers. In Northern Ireland, the conditions were understandably unique. Each nation experienced phases in which government money flowed or was stemmed, with buildings and staff generated by committee reports, or removed and allowed to crumble.

         It’s easy to accept that youth clubs have an impact on society. Even those who refuse to fund them would probably agree that they have a role, even if it’s just the worn-out trope of ‘keeping kids off the street’. Spending this time immersing myself in youth club histories led me to an additional idea: that identifiable parts of sporting and cultural achievements across these islands owe a big debt to lively teenagers and youth workers sharing physical space, especially those catering to young people who don’t have easy access to money or support within their family networks. Far from being an incidental place of leisure or charity, the youth club is an engine room.

         Low and erratic funding has often meant that youth clubs have relied heavily on collective, grassroots resourcefulness. They are shaped by the young people who use them. Perhaps it’s unsurprising, therefore, that they’ve long been innovative spaces, fostering talent, and in turn being reflected through popular culture. Whether it’s TV show Byker Grove; The Smiths and their iconic representation of Salford Lads’ Club on the cover of The Queen Is Dead; Stormzy’s Merky FC in Croydon; Mercury Prize-winners Roni Size and Ezra Collective 6shouting out youth clubs across the decades; or spaces set up by or supported by boxers, from Henry Cooper to Anthony Joshua, youth clubs have had a cultural impact that has been almost entirely obscured.

         Up the Youth Club is an attempt to give shape to the bigger story behind youth club life. It goes back further than I anticipated when I first set out. As I ventured back in time, I came across numerous descriptions that could have been cut and pasted from one era to another. The types of rooms set aside for young people, the activities taking place within them and the responses of young people to these spaces were extremely similar. The youth club struck me as a surprisingly stable set-up, holding tight in one form or another while those with structural power either ignored it or attempted to instrumentalise it, often as a way of containing or controlling the youth, and frequently valued only through the lens of crime reduction. The past is not a blueprint for what happens next, but it does offer examples and encouragement, illuminating possible futures. I’m inviting an emotional and imaginative response to these examples that I’ve selected, tiny shards from the vastness of the past: history as possibility.

         
            *

         

         Every writer has a relationship to their subject, even if they claim their interest is objective. Mine is familial: I spent most of my thirties as an informal youth worker, while friends, loved ones and family members have also done this work. My perspective isn’t abstract. I know why it matters, and I continue to benefit from relationships forged in these spaces, whether they’re friendships that have lasted since my own youth club experiences or ongoing bonds with people I first met as a mentor. 7

         In the 1980s, my mum, Meg, ended up running a playscheme in the London Borough of Bromley, on the edge of south-east London. Dropping my toddler brother off one day, she was told that the group was closing because there was no one to run it. She and her two friends, Beverley and Elaine, decided they’d take it on as volunteer leaders. Before long, she’d moved over to another club in Starts Hill with a very mixed demographic: she described children from ‘very elite’ families, but also one who fell into total panic when a policeman arrived to do a Tufty the Squirrel road safety talk; the child’s only experience with the force had been during terrifying raids at home. It was good, she said, to be able to give kids from all backgrounds what she described as ‘a little bit of security’ and to see them blossom.

         My siblings and I would be brought along to playgroup if we were too sick for school. This was rare, because she was a nurse and, as those of you with healthcare professionals in the family will probably know, feeling ‘a bit off’ won’t wash for those in daily contact with the seriously unwell. Consequently, I have only a few memories of lying in the corner on a fold-up bed while smaller kids whizzed down a plastic slide, made dinosaur shapes with own-brand Play-Doh or mixed up all the paints into one satisfyingly sludgy brown. Now, I realise this offered rare perspective, which is transferable to the teenage sphere this book is about: I was seeing something outside of my age group’s usual vista. Usually, you’re only in playgroup when you’re at playgroup, or, in other words, too young for school and probably too young to remember much. Being a bit older than the playgroup kids, and watching from the sidelines, I could see that it looked like a lot of fun, and I now know how important it would have been for exhausted parents too. 8

         When I was about eleven years old, I started something short-lived and youth club-esque for myself and a couple of friends. Fame Club was centred around the TV show Fame, which was itself set in the fictional New York City High School for the Performing Arts. Meeting weekly in the back garden of the three-bed semi-detached house I grew up in, we had a felt-tip-drawn sign, a very basic kind of boom box and The Kids from Fame album, which we would play repeatedly. We argued about who got to be which character, and made up new storylines and dances. On turning twelve, I joined the local youth club and went down every week, as did both of my siblings. Youth club was an important part of my life, expanding my friendship group and horizons until acid house propelled me into London’s nightclubs. For a short while, the two worlds overlapped.

         After spending most of my twenties writing about various iterations of the dancefloors I’d joined as an underage enthusiast, I started working at teen-run publication Live Magazine in Brixton as an editorial mentor. This was a new and industrious kind of youth club, where contributors attended after school to write articles, take photographs and to have as much of a laugh as possible while making a quarterly print publication, website and video channel. I learned a lot.

         What I saw repeatedly at Live was the power of acceptance. An ex-partner, who was an experienced family support worker, introduced me to the phrase ‘unconditional positive regard’. Those trained in psychology or social work will be familiar with the concept, but it was new to me, and it gave me a whole new way of understanding the benefits of such acceptance. Inculcating possibility, it contains a directed form of hope: that a youthful individual might become the best version of themselves that’s available in the world they actually inhabit. 9Professor and educational theorist Gert Biesta came up with a word for something similar: ‘subjectification’, or becoming the subject of your own life, not, as he put it, ‘the object of what other people want from me’. Live, and the other places within walking distance – local authority clubs, youth music facility Raw Material and visual arts entity Photofusion – allowed a decoupling from local and social pressures to be Thing One, and to realise that it was also possible to be Thing Two, Thing Three or even Thing Eight Hundred and Eighty-Six.

         Connections run into the next generation too. I have one child, now grown up, and in the early 2010s he’d sometimes be invited by friends to attend their youth club on the Ferrier estate in Kidbrooke, which was located between our flat and his school. It represented additional freedom, and, mostly, this group of friends played five-a-side or hung about outside, until the youth club and adjoining estate were demolished and replaced with unaffordable housing. When off school, or during half-term, he would come to work with me at Live Magazine.

         Much younger than everyone else in the room, it offered him an unusual view of what was possible for young people, just as my mum’s playgroup had for me. Later, he went into youth work. I’m saying all of this as a way of using the very local – my family – to show in a small way the existence of responsive, responsible street-level connection and cooperation; of experiencing it and passing it on; and of youth clubs as a physical, spatial expression of community.

         Family also offers an opportunity to counter the narrative that youth clubs are a thing of the past. I have a connection through relatives with a thriving club in south-west London which has free activities and services for ten- to nineteen-year-olds, six days a week. Heatham House offers sport, dance, music 10production, gig nights and different themes each term that are selected by the young people – barber workshops or cooking, for example. There’s a skatepark, a recording studio, pitches for football and basketball, and spacious rooms for pool, table tennis or just being. Additional space is carved out for those who identify as LGBTQ+ or neurodiverse. Heatham House made it through austerity for a combination of reasons, including that it has been open for over fifty years and that there was strong community push-back when closure was mooted in 2012.

         
            *

         

         Of course, not everyone benefited from a youth club. Not all young people wanted what was on offer, either because it maybe wasn’t to their taste or perhaps due to being shy. Girls have always had to fight for their place. Parts of the nation also offered patchy provision and, for rural kids, the local youth club might have been miles away. Some families preferred to pay for teen leisure activities, and others wouldn’t allow their children out, for reasons of either protection or control, or both. In other cases, parents sensed what Charlie Dark MBE described to me as a pipeline between the pool table and poor outcomes, and insisted on other options, like church. Youth club doesn’t equate with utopia, but the concept, on the ground, is powered by an awareness of fairness, or the lack thereof. And it’s worth saying out loud, at a time when everyone is used to socialising on screens, that the prominence and importance of the digital world doesn’t negate the need for physical space. It’s not either/or; both are required. Long-lasting, building-based places are essential for those members of society who are making the transition from child to adult, and I hope that these histories will help explain why.

         
            *

         

         11Exploring the past, I was reminded again and again of the pointlessness of looking for single-origin stories or one definitive truth. Partly, this is because people’s experiences are at the centre of this history, with the inevitable blurriness and uncertainty that come with individual memory. It’s also because the official record tells its own story, sometimes evasive, other times aiming facts towards an end goal, or written by individuals in receipt of – or willing to share – only certain details.

         Up the Youth Club, then, takes a more exploratory route around the subject. It asks questions, such as why youth clubs exist and why they’re not well understood; or simply, ‘Where have all our youth clubs gone?’ Such enquiries have a momentum of their own and exploring these questions will, I hope, offer an architecture of understanding and a basis from which we can collectively argue the case for creating and sustaining the spaces young people need now. It is also worth saying that the absence of youth clubs has been filled very effectively by adults who make teenagers feel valued by sending them to county lines trap houses to produce, distribute and sell drugs.

         With all that in mind, I’ve attempted to communicate interlocking evidence and experiences in a way that is recognisable to people who were there, and which allows safe entry into the space for those who weren’t. I’ve tried my best to recreate aspects of the picture on the ground at various points in time and to give a sense of the national context. My version of the youth club story is urban, not rural, and has omitted far more than it contains. I selected these stories in the knowledge that they’re partial. In any given year there would have been thousands of youth clubs across the country, and this book acts as a sampler, criss-crossing decades, countries and countless lives. Hopefully the inevitable gaps will be filled by 12writers, researchers, poets, documentary-makers, artists and other storytellers over the coming years.

         The youth club is a rich part of the world. While in basement archives or chatting with interviewees in person or on calls, I burst out laughing more than once – there was so much teenage comedy – and I found myself tearful too. All youth clubs contain precious life material, and I have loved spending so much time with these histories, picking out echoes and repeating motifs that spiral through the years. My version of the youth club history comes through the double doors and is written from the floor up. It attempts to channel the grounded confidence of an experienced youth worker. Occasionally, it’s quite high on the ubiquitous cheap squash and biscuits.

         Writing this book sometimes felt like I was being harassed and exhausted by the teenagers of the past, and at other times the material seemed to turn its back on me, going off in a strop. Frequently, I was amazed at what had happened, and still happens, in these spaces, and I was humbled by the collective effort. I came away thinking that every youth club could generate a novel or a stand-up show, ideally ones directed by the kids themselves.

         Inevitably, as communal public space has receded, youth clubs have become an increasingly frequent shorthand for forward-thinking positivity – their combined rarity and universality making their value somewhat more visible. My hope is that this book acts as a signal boost for everyone doing the work, whether on the ground or in well-appointed offices.

         In short, youth clubs have always existed. They always will, because there will always be young people. How we care for our youth and what we owe them are questions for all of us.
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            THE ORIGIN STORY
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            1

            1880: Ructions at the Mission House

         

         The youth clubs of these islands are unique. Like pubs, comprehensive schools and the NHS, spaces for young people are a distinct product of history, economics and policy; social power and dynamics; the weather; beliefs about teenagers; and cultural ideas about community or volunteering. Similar spaces do exist elsewhere: for example, the Jugendzentren in Austria and Germany, or the Maisons des jeunes et de la culture in France, which began as a response to Nazism and, until the late 1960s, were for under-twenty-fives.1 Fascism, of course, preferred a youth wing to the youth club.

         This specificity wasn’t always clear to me. In 2019, I received an email from a Norwegian man, in which he described building a cultural centre in Oslo ‘along the lines of the UK youth club’. At that point I didn’t know that what we had was unusual or admired from afar. I’d assumed that our youth club dynamics, structures and culture were, broadly, replicated everywhere else. I was wrong. Most other countries don’t appear to have the same freewheeling, culturally responsive style of youth club, which, for over a century, has been a defining rite of passage for large numbers of people.

         ‘There are some international similarities, but are they culturally distinct here? Yes,’ said Dr Tania de St Croix, when I contacted her to try to clarify this question. Having spent twenty years as a youth worker in Manchester, Tania is now a leading expert: she is the author of Grassroots Youth Work: 16Policy, Passion and Resistance in Practice and countless academic papers, and is also a senior lecturer at King’s College London.2 ‘It’s partly because youth work, at its best, is defined by the young people who take part, and that’s mostly working-class and marginalised groups. There’s a bottom-up creation of what the youth club is, by young people and youth workers and communities.’

         A phrase that appears in one of her articles, co-authored with fellow youth worker–academic Louise Doherty, is evocative: ‘youth work that refuses to disappear’.3 Why, I ask, have youth clubs hung on despite all the difficulties? ‘Because young people want spaces where they can be themselves, express themselves and create their cultures,’ she said. ‘Even if they don’t know the notion of a youth club, young people will say, if asked, that they want somewhere to go. “Couldn’t there be a building where we could do things we enjoy, where we could do arts or drama or football, where it’s informal and not like school?”’ Tania pauses, and smiles. ‘If youth clubs didn’t exist, they’d be invented by young people, again and again.’ This, it transpires, is precisely what has happened.

         
            *

         

         There is no Year Zero, a point in time when UK youth clubs arrived, fully formed. However, there is a family tree of sorts that helps us understand where they came from. The period known as the Industrial Revolution, roughly between 1760 and the mid-1800s, provides an unexpectedly early starting point as we try to understand how so many of us ended up living down the road from a space where teenagers could play ping-pong, make music or simply hang out with friends.

         Within the burgeoning British Empire, cities including Manchester, London and Liverpool began to generate new 17forms of wealth disparity between factory workers and their bosses, and they did so with an extremity unmatched by our European neighbours.4 Children and young people paid the price, with the children of workers in the UK starting employment, on average, at the age of ten.5 Youth work academics generally tend to start their histories during this era, when colonial wealth powered industrialisation.

         In 1980, Sidney Bunt and Ron Gargrave wrote one of the classic texts, The Politics of Youth Clubs, and described the ‘squalor’ of Victorian society. Industrialisation, they believed, had played out in specific ways here: ‘in no other town in Europe did the extremes of human existence meet in so horrifying a way as in London … What was true of London was equally so of large towns and cities in the United Kingdom.’6 While rural people had long been poor, the sheer numbers in the cities must have made it easier for motivated individuals to engage in collective community action. Additionally, the struggles of large numbers of newly urbanised people were visible to the existing middle classes in a way they might not have been when families were starving in villages dotted across a county or whole country. The cities acted as a magnifying glass.

         It was inevitable, during a period of great change, that some adults would consider what the next generation needed, and that motivated youths would organise entertainment, education and respite for themselves. After all, there’s something very human about noticing what is required and attending to it. I believe that needs, whether they’re practical or emotional, contain energy that can be harnessed, an idea best expressed in the phrase ‘behaviour is communication’. Youth clubs exist on these islands because of mills, factories and mines, and the needs – and behaviours – these workplaces generated for 18children and young people, including the need for downtime with peers away from factory bosses.

         
            *

         

         Given that youth clubs are often considered an informal wing of education, let’s take a look at the ways proto-classrooms emerged differently across the nations. Churches had been closely involved in early forms of education, with author Mark K. Smith writing that youth work ‘emerged largely out of the activities of evangelical Christians during the first half of the nineteenth century’.7 The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge in England was one such group, founded by lords and lawyers in 1698, who were concerned about the growth of what they saw as immorality in England and decided this was best addressed by encouraging Christian education at all levels. They built libraries in market towns and founded charity schools.

         Similarly named but separate, the Society in Scotland for Propagating Christian Knowledge appeared in 1709, focusing on evangelising in the Scottish Highlands, insisting on the use of English, not Scots Gaelic, and resisting Catholicism.8 The existence of the Society in Scotland also helps explain why youth work evolved differently in that country. In England much of it has Anglican roots – with the ‘Anglo’ aspect of this offshoot of Protestantism meaning they did not concern themselves too much with life north of the border.

         In Wales, educational entities known as Circulating Schools started in 1731, when converted Methodist Griffith Jones made it his business to create roving schools in churches, barns, farmhouses and cottages, with teachers staying in each location for three or four months at a time during autumn or winter.9 Children and adults were to acquire basic reading skills, but 19not writing or arithmetic, as this was considered unnecessary. All were expected to learn psalms, parables and prayers by rote, and the demonisation of Catholics was an explicit part of the curriculum.

         Across Occupied Ireland, necessarily secret scoileanna scairte, or hedge schools, sprung up after 1695, when the Penal Laws made it illegal for Catholics or other non-conforming denominations to set up schools. As depicted in Brian Friel’s famous play Translations, children learned poetry, history and home economics alongside Greek and Latin, all taught in the Irish language. Examples from Éire are instructive and can be summarised as follows: if state structures don’t offer the necessary provision, leaving gaps, groups and individuals will very likely step in, to try to offer whatever is deemed relevant as recompense.

         Sunday Schools, the first of which is recorded at St Mary’s in Nottingham in 1751, appeared in the wake of the mass exodus to the city.10 Often free to attend, or at least affordable, these were mixed environments where boys and girls could learn and socialise together. And, for hundreds of years, before compulsory education began in England in the late 1800s, tradespeople and labourers could spend some of their wages sending their children to ‘dame schools’, which were often run by women, some widowed, others unmarried.

         Emma Griffin’s alternative history of the Industrial Revolution, Liberty’s Dawn, draws from 350 autobiographies penned by working-class people.11 In one, she describes a notice, printed near Manchester in the early 1820s, which paints a very familiar picture. Addressed to ‘poor people in Preston and the neighbourhood’, it informs them of ‘a Sunday school, for youth of both sexes, from fourteen to twenty-one years of age’, which 20will be ‘kept in a commodious room’. While ping-pong was some years off, the youth club was beginning to come into view.

         Our sketchy family tree of youth clubs as we know them grows from this collective material: industrialisation, increasing literacy, church evangelism, plus a colonial mentality that extended, to some extent, to low-paid British people as well as those in far-off countries, along with intermittent government responses to the human cost of massive private profits. Legislation attempted to balance industrialisation with the rights of the youngest children. The Factory Act of 1833, to give just one example, stated a maximum working week of 48 hours for nine- to thirteen-year-olds across Great Britain, with two hours of schooling per day for under-thirteens. An Inspectorate of Factories was created, albeit with only four staff to cover 4,000 mills. At the same time, socially influential individuals began to organise spaces for adult factory workers. One example is the Brighton Working Men’s Institute, established in 1849, which offered recreation and cultural education in order to divert ‘energies and ambitions’ away from ‘social agitation and hostility to religion’.12 Working men’s clubs and mechanics’ institutes proliferated – a kind of youth club for grown folks.

         In England, education became formalised and compulsory in 1870 with the Elementary Education Act, which ensured schooling for children aged five to thirteen, and then, in 1876, with compulsory education for most eleven- to thirteen-year-olds. The type of person in charge at a dame school or hedge school probably went on to teacher training. Some of their temperamental ancestors, however, would have entered the informal wing that provides the subject of this book.

         Unemployment was another important driver, as it would be throughout the youth club story. For example, during the 21American Civil War (1861–5) cotton couldn’t be shipped to the mills and factories of England’s north. In the UK, this caused unemployment. Local clergy set up daytime sewing classes for nearly 3,000 girls, who would receive aid if they attended.13 This example of youth work as a response to unemployment, and of the use of incentives, was echoed more than a century later in the 1980s’ Youth Training Schemes (YTS), whose primary role was arguably to delete young people from the headline unemployment figures.

         
            *

         

         When many of us think of the YMCA, we’ll think of the dance inspired by the Village People song. The organisation, of course, goes back much further than the disco hit. Formed in London in 1844, initially as a prayer and Bible study group designed to address the spiritual welfare of young men working in drapery, it quickly grew to address other issues affecting those moving from the countryside to the city.

         In the early days of the organisation, the YMCA set up local associations, running public lectures, education classes, reading rooms and refreshment areas for young working men. By 1852, the organisation was to be found in Wales too, and had spread internationally, with over a thousand YMCA secretaries worldwide by the end of the decade. Fast-forward to the mid-2020s, and they’re still working with and for the youth, running over two hundred free youth clubs each week in seventy-eight of their centres across England and Wales.

         As I researched, a thought began percolating at the back of my mind: what was so dangerous about drapery? After all, fears about this particular trade had kick-started an international organisation that is still alive and well today.14 Deborah Wynne, a professor of nineteenth-century literature, offered 22an answer in her 2015 essay ‘The “Despised Trade” in Textiles’. ‘The draper was viewed as an anomaly among men,’ she wrote, ‘despised for his association with a largely female world of fashion.’ Her fascinating work, delving into shop life beyond memory, helps me understand why these workers attracted the attentions of saviour evangelists. Aside from the undercurrent conflation of effeminacy and homosexuality, the ‘live-in’ system required young male shop assistants to live communally on or near their employers’ premises. On top of that, wages and conditions were poor and the hours long. Drapery attracted men who loved style and wanted to work with fabric, despite the marginalisation and stigma, and perhaps because, in ways that might have been hard to articulate at the time, they’d find kindred spirits in the trade. Suddenly, the Village People’s hit seems prescient.

         
            *

         

         In autumn 1863, the Reverend Arthur Sweatman presented a paper to the Social Science Association in Edinburgh.15 He outlined a new entity that had emerged to cater for those too young for the working men’s clubs and mechanics’ institutes, with the first example opening in Dover in 1857 and reaching London three years later. He argued with some passion for an urgent national roll-out of such interventions, which, he said, ‘have acquired the distinctive title of Youths’ Clubs or Institutes’.

         Defining the class ‘contemplated’ by these associations, he outlined the ideal demographic: boys and young men aged thirteen to nineteen who had left school and were working in junior positions – for example, as a clerk in an office or warehouse, as errand boys or apprentices. Describing these lads as capable of ‘appreciating a superior kind of recreation’, 23presumably unlike those undertaking manual labour, he explained what he believed they needed: recreation, companionship, reading and instruction, ‘all of a pure and healthy kind’. Using the Islington Youths’ Institute as an example, he described a warm and well-lit room that was open on weekday evenings until 9.30 p.m. during the winter months, offering a large central table spread with newspapers and magazines, and smaller tables covered in red baize offering games including chess and draughts. Members were required to attend classes too, picking from a less fun-sounding list that included book-keeping and elocution. Attracting a steady membership of around a hundred, with nightly attendances ranging from fifty to seventy-five, the club had a cricket team over the summer and offered an energetic set of excursions, inter-club visits and tournaments, and social meetings at Christmas or Easter.

         We can’t know how Reverend Sweatman’s words went down at the time. Maybe those in the audience nodded in agreement or shook their heads, or just carried on smoking their pipes. However, we do know that the words travelled, because five years later the text of his speech was included in a book by Henry Solly, entitled Working Men’s Clubs and Educational Institutes.16 It is now considered the earliest known call for a national network of youth clubs. Youths’ institutes were taken up by a range of voluntary organisations, including the ragged schools. An illustration from one of their clubs, on Latymer Road in west London, and drawn in 1880, shows a happy hubbub: young men reading at a long table, others playing chess and dominos, and a small group engaged in woodwork and painting. An instructional sign hangs on the back wall in large, capitalised text, an early example of enduring youth club signage. It reads: ‘Hats Off’. 24

         The Reverend Arthur Sweatman said something else, a couple of lines that transcend the unknowable social context of the mid-1800s, and which bring a big smile to my face. ‘It will be quite understood that any attempt to prescribe a scheme of universal applicability must be hopeless,’ he said. ‘Local circumstances must greatly guide any plans undertaken for the purpose in question.’ The words could have been written today, at least by anyone who understands how youth clubs operate on the ground, and these words, from over a century ago, offer a timeless riposte to policy-makers and their enduring preference for centralised solutions.

         
            *

         

         An important and adjacent line in our family tree is comprised of those connected through ‘old boys’ networks to prestigious universities. Here, wealthy men were motivated by one or more of the following: social or religious conscience; a desire to impart the values of the wealthy to those without such values (or wealth) in their family networks; intrigue about those outside their own demographic; or fear of the social changes that might be wrought by young and increasingly literate workers. Institutions including the Church of England, public schools and the universities of Oxford and Cambridge feature heavily in this lineage.

         As alluded to earlier, the concept of sending missionaries around England, instead of just to the colonies, had been gaining ground in the latter part of the 1800s, as concern about widening inequality began to take hold. New railway lines made it easier for vicars and academics to travel around and spread the word about a new idea: missions. One aspect of this involved clergymen, often from a socially radical Christian tradition, generating undergraduate sympathy and nudging 25them into action: setting up a committee, collecting promises of subscriptions and opening a space, usually for boys.

         Uppingham was the first, followed by Winchester, which established an East End Mission in London Docks in 1876. Eton followed in 1880. Ernest Pilkington was one of the early volunteers, joining his friend who’d set up a boys’ club at the Eton Mission House at 27 Gainsborough Road in Hackney Wick. His memoir, An Eton Playing-Field: A Reminiscence of Happy Days Spent at the Eton Mission, was published a decade later and contains a famous refusal. ‘I am not going to give any harrowing detail of the lives of the very poor,’ he stated flatly.17 ‘It would not do anybody any good.’ Instead, his reminiscences describe the mission’s focus on sports and fitness.

         Pilkington and friends taught swimming in the filthy Hackney Cut and set up nine football pitches in Victoria Park after tiring of uneven ground and the need to use a hat and an umbrella for goalposts.18 Shinpads were disallowed as ‘unsporting’, despite the real-life penalties faced by injured boys who couldn’t work.19 In an early example of youth work’s long arc, and the idiocy of short-term evaluation, it’s worth saying that the Victoria Park football pitches remain in use, as do those the mission built in nearby Hackney Marshes when the original pitches became over-subscribed. The Eton Mission Rowing Club survived the Blitz, but not the 2012 Olympics, when a substantial part of the building suffered compulsory purchase so a ‘legacy bridge’ could be built that would take journalists, and later Hackney Wick residents, across the water.

         Alongside descriptions of dances, concerts, lectures and singsongs, lively enough to attract drunken men whom volunteers would have to keep out, there are admissions of difficulty at the mission. ‘We had a good many “ructions” of one kind of 26another,’ wrote Pilkington.20 On one occasion, the boys had blown the gas pipes out (‘that never-failing source of amusement’) and ‘all sorts of missiles – boxing-gloves, bagatelle-balls, draughts and chessmen – flew about the room’. Large patches of plaster had fallen from the walls and the place ‘looked like becoming a total wreck’.

         Reading their reminiscences now, the old boys seemed relatively unfazed by the violence, but perhaps it was familiar to them. After all, the Bullingdon Club, historically popular with Old Etonians, in which members were required to be riotous, was already a hundred years old at this point. Either way, the missionaries tried different ways of turning the young people’s interests towards less destructive activities. In an appendix to Pilkington’s book, C. G. Kekewick described how mission leaders came up with the idea of night runs, which took the ragged crew across the marsh, through the streets of Bow and occasionally as far as Epping Forest. ‘When the fellows came back from a run they were quite incapable of doing any mischief that night.’21 The scheme worked, and would be replicated in unexpected ways by future youth leaders.

         Mission work laid a foundation upon which a corner of UK athletics could be built. In John Few’s history of Eton Manor, he explained that it emerged from a split with the mission and, in 1913, set up a purpose-built sports complex in Hackney Wick, where public school tutors and top-flight sports instructors offered everything from table tennis to running.22 Olympic boxer Harry Mallin was an early success story, a middleweight who won gold in 1920 and 1924.23 By the early 1920s, Eton Manor and three Old Etonians bought three acres on Hackney Marsh, tidying up the original mission football pitches and adding, among other things, rugby and cricket pitches, courts 27for tennis, netball and squash, and a full-size running track. The latter was floodlit in 1951 – the first in England to be illuminated in this way – and had been laid with track used during the Summer Olympics that had taken place three years earlier. One of the runners to benefit from the track at Eton Manor was Roger Bannister, who in 1954 became the first British man to be recorded running a mile in under four minutes.24

         In the early days of what would become the Settlement Movement, in the late 1800s, this long view was unavailable, and within a few years the missions were considered insufficient. In Practicable Socialism, Reverend Samuel Barnett and his wife asked their readers to imagine a visit to the Mission District of their college, where one might expect to see the positive effects of ‘loving supervision’.25 Instead, the authors said, one would find ‘an Ireland in England’. It’s a comparison that explicitly links in-country work to the colonial missionaries, albeit ones who’d take trains or buses, not boats. The pair went on to describe ‘people paying 3s. or 4s. a week for rooms smaller than Irish cabins, without the pure air of the Irish hillside, and with vice which adds depth to squalor’. It’s one particular phrase, though, that evokes the human tendency to notice the needs of the young: ‘Even the children,’ they wrote, ‘are not joyful.’

         Reverend Barnett was one of the individuals who appeared repeatedly, attempting to apply their structural power to communities made poor by systems that enriched their peers. He attended Oxford University, became a vicar and took work at St Jude’s in Whitechapel, east London. By 1875, he was returning to his old college, spreading news of poverty and seeking funds. The college missions, he said, had achieved some of their aims but were, by their nature, limited. He proposed a new scheme to supersede the missions: university Settlements, funded by 28colleges and alumni. Settlements should be purpose-built in an impoverished quarter, and, unsurprisingly, given his workplace’s location, he suggested east London. Buildings should contain ‘habitable chambers and large reception rooms’ and ‘common ground for all classes’ through lectures, music and play in conversation rooms, and through weekly receptions for ‘all sorts and conditions of men’ where the settlers – the university students and graduates – ‘would mingle freely in the crowd’.26 The idea was that the rich would come and live among the low-paid, and from this position of apparent togetherness, dispense blessings.

         Committees were formed, subscriptions were raised, and in 1884 the first Settlement House, Toynbee Hall, opened in Whitechapel. The universities of Oxford and Cambridge essentially divided London up, with the former focusing on the famously poverty-stricken East End and Cambridge taking south London. Within these areas, they’d run what we’d now describe as youth provision. By 1887, there were enough boys’ clubs to require an umbrella association: the Federation of London Working Boys’ Clubs.27

         In the same year, female students at Cambridge’s Girton and Newnham colleges played catch-up for the girls, founding Blackfriars Settlement. New College Settlement in Edinburgh (1893) and Bristol University Settlement (1911) followed. The idea would spread nationally and beyond: by 1911, there were forty-nine Settlements across the UK, 400 in the USA, and Settlement houses in Austria, Finland, Russia, Germany, Canada, Japan and Palestine. Settlements are acknowledged as central to the emergence of social work practice and research, in the UK and globally.28

         Bricks and mortar housed a variety of beliefs relating to the interests of founders and settlers. Sometimes the foundational 29focus related to social activism, other times evangelism or gender. Patchwork beginnings, and the lack of a national framework or direction, ensured local flavour in each Settlement. Such variance would be replicated in the youth clubs that followed. Part of this is to do with the energy and determination often present in the young; as youth clubs have found throughout history, if users don’t like an offering, they won’t attend. If they are in the building, then there’s a reasonable chance that they’ll bend the offering to better fit what they want or need, regardless of the founder’s intention.

         There are long-lasting cultural and sporting legacies from the Mission Houses, Settlements, Boys’ Brigades and clubs, often in the shape of buildings that remain broadly oriented towards the poorly paid. For example, poverty-reduction centre Toynbee Hall, creative community space Blackfriars Settlement and community arts hub Oxford House fit this category and are all still operational as charities in east London. Barton Hill in Bristol now operates as Wellspring Settlement, and Manchester Settlement is still going in Openshaw.

         New spaces, including those imagined and paid for by members of the ‘officer class’ in the spirit of control and containment, created pipelines for sporting talent. They generated local resources and created spacious environments where culture could be expressed collectively. In a small way, members could shape the activities, offering a rare opportunity to exert power, and occasionally to turn a request – say, for free cocoa or more football – into a reality. Power – or the possibility of influence – was planted here too.

         Perhaps, by offering respite and an opportunity for sport, art or education, these early youth spaces created a new type of person. Majority-worker communities were joined by small 30numbers of economically cushioned people who didn’t need to work long hours for low pay, and who may themselves have learned new ways of thinking and being in these environments. Youth clubs would have schooled those who volunteered in them too.

         
            *

         

         Reverend Jonathan Roberts is a cultural descendant of the clerics and social workers who created the Settlements. He’s also one of the many youth work experts who combine their knowledge with on-the-ground action – in his case, as an Anglican minister. I’d been chatting to the headteacher of a comprehensive school I’d been involved with for years, and she mentioned that I should talk to him, and so off I went to the vicarage, just off the Walworth Road in Camberwell, south London.29

         Reverend Roberts was a charming host, able to punctuate a hundred-miles-an-hour conversation with furious googling in order to fill in the gaps regarding one sidestream or another. He’s a lifelong youth worker as well as a senior lecturer on the subject, who picked up his love of music from Saturday nights dancing to Motown, reggae and pop at youth club discos in Birmingham. He’s also the author of the highly readable Youth Work Ethics, written to support students on youth and community work degrees.30 When we met, he was also chair of the church youth club.

         ‘Youth work was one of the things that came out of the Settlements,’ he explained over a cup of tea. ‘Another thing they [the settlers] all found was that there was much more they wanted to understand about the nature of poverty. 31

         ‘It – youth work – comes when there’s lots of young people. In the nineteenth century, everyone rushes into the industrial cities; there are masses of young people, they’re all having sex with each other and producing children, and their children are all dying because the sanitation is so bloody awful.’ He then identified an unexpected strand in the youth club lineage: the Broadwick Street water pump in Soho.

         Cholera, he said, was a big motivating factor in the mid-1800s. By the end of 1840, Dr John Snow and his friend, the Reverend Henry Whitehead, had worked out that the disease wasn’t airborne, as most people thought. It was the result of clean water being contaminated with waste, and it was being transmitted through water pumps. ‘The moment the water companies started separating sewage, people stopped dying,’ explained Reverend Roberts. ‘Everyone’s still producing twelve children, but, now, more than two will survive.’ He paused and turned away from his computer screen. ‘It’s one of the reasons youth work starts,’ he said. ‘Because you’ve got an enormous amount of young people. You’ve got to do something with them.’

         
            *

         

         Walking back to the bus stop on the Walworth Road, at kicking-out time for the local schools, I think back over our lively and informative conversation and wonder about the widely held assumption that youth clubs are for getting kids off the street. This assumes that pavements are bad places; a culturally specific assertion even, once you remove the tendency to move inside as a reasonable response to the frequently wet and often chilly British weather. Streets are neither good nor bad. Young people are not inherently likely to cause trouble. The street is part of public life, forming an essential aspect of 32the civic space that democracy requires. Ideally, young people would be as welcome on high streets, in parks and on low walls as any other demographic, but in a world that fetishises youth while not liking actual young people very much, we’re some distance from this kind of equal access. And if we do want young people ‘off the streets’, I think, watching a high-energy bundle of kids in blazers getting on the bus, then we’d better provide space for them.

         
            *

         

         In what you might consider a maternal line, trade unions also played their part, at least once they’d been legalised in 1867. The National Union of Women Workers evolved from several groups that came together for a series of conferences, and which coalesced nearly two decades later in Liverpool, in 1891. This was not a trade union as we might imagine it today, run by hard-knock men with megaphones. Instead, it was a non-political organisation of wealthy middle-class women who wanted to improve the daily lives of their working sisters. While far from an attempt at structural change, their beliefs, and actions, generated powerful subcommittees whose influence is still felt today. The National Association of Youth Clubs (NAYC), later rebranded as Youth Clubs UK and again to UK Youth, can be traced back to two of these: the Girls’ Club Sectional Committee and the Rest Rooms Special Committee.31 Agenda items turned into physical spaces. Adults laid out chairs, cocoa and biscuits, and the girls came streaming through the doors.

         The National Organisation of Girls’ Clubs (NOGC) was founded in February 1911 by the coming together of unions of girls’ clubs, in London, Liverpool, Manchester, Salford, Nottingham, Glasgow and York, with individual clubs joining 33from across England, Wales and Scotland. It was rooted in girls and their work. ‘The original intention of the NOGC was to support clubs for girls and young women in factories, whose work in industry was long and hard,’ reads the preamble to the NAYC archive, which is located underneath a tower block on the Birmingham University campus.32 ‘Many of the clubs of the time were places of refuge for the girls and an essential means of support.’ Activities listed included crafts, reading, drama, music, singing, lectures and discussions, and members were encouraged to take part in the running of their clubs. The organisation campaigned to improve working conditions, encouraged the development of new clubs, trained club leaders and produced publications and resources for leaders and members.

         By the penultimate decade of the 1800s, foundational clubs for factory girls had become the subject of newspaper commentary. In April 1888, the Manchester Times’ anonymous weekend columnist, ‘A Lady Contributor’, wrote of the growing number of clubs for these factory girls, explaining that the Factory Helpers’ Union and the Recreative Evening Classes Association had helped establish several clubs. Luckily for future readers, she described the practicalities.33 A large comfortable room would be borrowed from sympathetic friends or rented from the school board and made ‘as attractive as possible’ with brightly coloured tablecloths, a ‘good fire’ and plenty of light. Girls paid a subscription and ladies decided among themselves what should take place. Sewing and singing classes, reading, writing and arithmetic lessons and picture-frame-making were on offer, along with games and a lending library. Girls would either buy or be given cost-price cocoa and two biscuits, with a prayer and a hymn before closing time at 10 p.m. Religious 34observance aside, it’s not too different from the picture a century down the line.

         Other threads connect youth clubs of the past to present scenarios. A report from a club our Lady Contributor covered describes catering to ‘a very rough set’ of thirteen- to seventeen-year-olds and contains lively colour. ‘The door bursts open and four or five girls come tumbling in, one on top of another, after the manner of Newfoundland puppies,’ she writes. Some went straight to the warmth of the fireplace, with others holding out ‘a grimy paw for a friendly handshake’. In a telling phrase, the writer evokes the ageless ways in which society creates tiny spaces for the poorly paid and over-worked to take control: ‘the spirit of Misrule is rampant’.34 In this telling, factory girls are akin to peasants. As with the Lord of Misrule, who’d preside over unruly annual parties in the Middle Ages, they’re able to let off steam.

         A few months later, the Manchester Times columnist reported again, this time from a conference held at the Soho Club in Greek Street, London, aimed at ‘stimulating efforts for the establishment and encouragement of girls’ clubs’. There were now so many such places in different parts of London that a guide to clubs, homes and refuges for girls and women was about to be issued. The impulse was also being felt across the Atlantic, with the conference reporting that there were now fifteen clubs in New York. The American context provided a novel idea: club leaders over there were encouraging young people to take control of club management, ‘an arrangement which proved exceedingly beneficial’.35

         Reading from a distance of more than a century, I can sense the pleasing shock of this suggestion, which upturns some very basic ideas about who should be in charge in an 35English situation, and how quickly this novel arrangement is reimagined in service of the status quo. ‘If the girls are at all rough and disorderly – and in many clubs this is sure to be the case – the best check on their wildness is to make the members themselves the preservers of order,’ she declared, thinking out loud. ‘If rough girls or boys freely elect policemen from among their own number they will almost always obey them more readily than they will anyone else.’36

         The column ends with another observation that has resonance today, both in terms of young people and the criminal justice system, and the ways in which youth work fundamentally alters relationships, particularly for those who arrive from a position of material comfort. The writer, who I assume is a woman of means, is up in arms at the imprisonment of two fifteen-year-old girls for public drunkenness, and suggests that clubs might ‘protect’ youngsters who are brought into a police court for a first offence. The use of the word tells me that the writer has understood, perhaps through her own interactions with young people, variances in the way that citizens are criminalised. ‘One is indignant to think of two children going to jail for taking a little too much drink,’ she writes.37 Wild and rough animals with grimy paws have become human and, momentarily, even familial.

         
            *

         

         Youth clubs in the distant past overlapped with the criminal justice system. It remains so today, with government long conflating youth provision with crime prevention. Most adults who have worked in youth clubs, or adjacent environments, will have come into contact with the criminal justice system through young people they know and care about. It’s also worth saying that we in the UK believe that young people 36are responsible for their actions at a very young age: criminal responsibility in England, Wales and Northern Ireland begins at the age of ten years old. This is anomalous by international standards, where the average is twelve, according to campaign group Penal Reform International.38

         When I was working at Live Magazine, this meant occasionally writing character references, or attending court cases, so that those within the judicial process could meet a defendant through their skills and interests: for example, as a committed member of the editorial team. Sometimes the young person probably had broken the law, and, often, they’d been groomed into criminality by older and more powerful adults. Other times I suspected they had been scooped up by the police for offence A because the police believed they’d committed offence B, or because of affiliation through neighbourhood or family to known criminals. Frequently, my whiteness and social mobility came into sharp relief as I observed differences in the degree to which people could – or couldn’t – get away with breaking the law, and the differing ways criminality was assumed, or not, in a teenager. Or as the poet Yomi S.ode asks in his collection Manorism: ‘Who gets to get away with it?’39

         There was also a period when a few of us had ongoing correspondence between our youth-run magazine office and contributors with addresses that began ‘HMP’. Many years, and a few further stretches in prison, later, one such young person came along to my first book launch. Another rings me up sometimes to ask about my family. In the low-judgement zone of a youth club situation, bonds can be deep and long-lasting.
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            1645: A short rewind

         

         Before we move on, into the twentieth century, let’s stop briefly and think about the word ‘club’. We use it so easily, but what does it mean and where did it come from? The club, as a place of association for like-minded people with similar interests, is linked by some linguists to the use of etched sticks as a way of inviting people to ancient village meetings or drinks, in the same way that ‘staff’ once meant a piece of wood that indicated your job role – think Gandalf – and now means ‘employee’.

         The idea doesn’t quite fit and it feels like suggesting that kindling is the same as fire. Discovering the Germanic root word klumbon, meaning ‘clump’, helps explain the name-roots of the kind of club a caveman might swing, but doesn’t get me much further towards understanding how a word for a weapon came to signal togetherness.

         So I get digging, back down the back of the internet’s sofa, and come across an intriguing suggestion on a forum that the use of the word to suggest association dates back to the English Civil War, which took place in three waves between 1642 and 1651. History blogger and freelance photographer Haydn Wheeler, who wrote and published Clubmen 1645, describes Parliamentarian and Royalist armies alike rolling repeatedly through towns and villages across the country, stealing horses, weapons and food, and burning crops and houses in their wake.1 Thousands of townspeople and villagers were attacked and displaced. Sorrow, starvation and disease inevitably followed. 38

         Farmers, craftsmen and a small number of local gentry, mostly in the south-west and Welsh borders, joined together in a refusal to pick sides. Local groups emerged and became known as ‘Clubmen’, emblazoning their intentions on a now-lost banner:

         
            
               If you offer to plunder2

               or take our cattle

               Be assured we will 

               bid you battle.

            

         

         Clubbing together offered a powerful third way to protect everyday people against both armies. In 1645, over a thousand Clubmen gathered at Woodbury Hill in Worcestershire to present a petition to the local governor, Gilbert Gerard.3 The text announced that they considered club work their duty, and that they had been ‘enforced to associate ourselves in a mutual league for each other’s defence … protecting and safeguarding our persons and estates by the mutual aid and assistance of each other against all murders, rapines, plunder, robberies, or violences which shall be offered by the soldier or any oppressor whatsoever’.4

         It’s a remarkably recognisable declaration, made timeless by writers three and a half centuries older than us who opted for collective action. It’s an idea that exists in the natural world too, as low-growing plants clump together to preserve heat and protect one another from the wind and the cold. Across time and space, conflict has required like-minded people to work together as a buffer against external pressures. In doing so, they have formed clubs.

         The word was absorbed into the world of the monied and structurally powerful, with the first gentleman’s club, White’s, 39opening in London in 1693. Such clubs were also a form of protection, arguably against wealth-sharing, and they grew in number over the ensuing decades. Eventually, the kind of gentlemen who might have taken membership of the Carlton Club, founded in 1832 and still going today, formed or supported Boys’ Clubs, so that young folk on poor wages could also experience some benefits of mutuality. Women left at home while their men went to the club, meanwhile, set up spaces for factory girls.

         Youth clubs exist, if only in the linguistic sense, because of Englishness as it relates to power.
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            1909: Scouts in England and Ireland

         

         The era of youth club history that emerged out of Queen Victoria’s divided and industrialised society was comprised of a patchwork of provision. Boys’ and girls’ clubs catering to teenage workers in factories and mills would be joined by Scouts and various Brigades, alongside the existing layer of youth provision at Sunday Schools and in Settlement Houses.

         Uniformed youth organisations sit on a particular branch of the youth club family tree. They proliferated in the early twentieth century, all across Europe, in some cases strategically metastasized by fascist leaders. Uniformed organisations also spread with empire. While some young people have benefited from the space and welcome offered by these groups, they’re categorically different to the youth clubs of this book, mostly because of the unavoidable hierarchy built into organisations with military roots.

         Zooming in on the most famous of these – the Scouts – helps explain the differences, and offers additional clarity around the distinct shape of youth club spaces in the UK. The founder of the Boy Scouts was Robert Baden-Powell, who had been a young army officer stationed in India under the British Empire and then in South Africa during the Boer War. He developed new and unorthodox techniques for wartime reconnaissance and map-making, techniques known as ‘scouting’, and wrote a short military handbook on the subject. 41

         By 1903, when he returned to England, his booklet had escaped from the Army library and was being used by youth leaders and teachers in England to teach observation and woodcraft. Invitations to talk at meetings and rallies followed, including one run by an existing uniformed organisation, the Boys’ Brigade. The Brigade’s founder, a Glaswegian named William Smith, set Baden-Powell a task: to develop a technique to inculcate good citizenship into boys. In response, Baden-Powell ran the first Scout Camp, for twenty boys from a range of backgrounds, in 1907, and rewrote his war manual for a young audience. Scouting for Boys was published the following year, with the subtitle: A Handbook for Instruction in Good Citizenship Through Woodcraft. It aimed to promote ‘the vast reserve of loyal patriotism and Christian spirit lying dormant in our nation’ and was written in the form of twenty-eight ‘campfire yarns’.1 It went on to sell over 100 million copies worldwide and inspired the international movement that continues to this day.

         Baden-Powell’s Scouts and the Girl Guides, founded by his sister Agnes in 1910, were, from the start, strongly connected to the military, and not just through the founder’s experience as an Army officer. Historian John Springhall quotes the organisation’s first chief Scout commissioner, Sir Edmund Elles, in an instructive potted biography that outlines a military career and a role as colonial commander in Peshawar, India. Elles is quoted, tellingly, stating that his ‘sole objective’ in taking the role was ‘for the purpose of getting recruits for the Territorials’.2

         The military aspect of Scouting created an immediate response in Ireland, itself still occupied by Britain. Louise Hurley’s paper, ‘The Historical Development of Irish Youth Work (1850–1985)’, described the roots of modern youth work 42in England, emerging when individuals and groups, ‘usually from the influential sector of society, motivated by anxiety about disorder, initiated provisions aimed at social improvement and control of working class young people’.3

         She also examined the influence of Irish politician, revolutionary, socialist and suffragist Countess Constance Markievicz, who responded to Robert Baden-Powell’s Scouts by co-founding Irish nationalist youth organisation Na Fianna Éireann. Launched in 1909 in Dublin, it offered an alternative to the British Boys’ Brigades and Boy Scout troops forming in Ireland.

         Na Fianna Éireann would train young people in establishing an independent Ireland through military exercises, Irish history and language, and had its own version of Scout’s Honour: ‘I promise to work for the independence of Ireland, never to join England’s armed forces, and to obey my superiors.’4 Troops were formed across Ireland. Historian Marnie Hay, in Na Fianna Éireann and the Irish Revolution 1909–23: Scouting for Rebels, described Fianna as ‘military trailblazers of the Irish nationalist movement in the early twentieth century’, tracking the role of members in the 1916 Easter Rising, the War of Independence and Irish Civil War. Rebel scouts, she wrote, would form ‘the era’s most significant Irish nationalist youth group in terms of size and impact on the Irish struggle for independence’.5 Continuing to exist as a dissident republican youth organisation during the Troubles, and beyond, Na Fianna Éireann remains a proscribed organisation in the UK.

         Interwoven youth work histories would divert along the road to Irish independence, which arrived in 1921, when the Anglo-Irish Treaty retained British rule in the north-east of the island. In Northern Ireland, youth clubs developed that 43would be mutually recognisable, if localised, to peers in Cardiff, Middlesbrough or Bournemouth. In the new Free State, later the Republic of Ireland, the cultural soil was different. Clubs organised by the St Vincent de Paul Society or Brigades did appear, but they didn’t take root and spread in the same way as they did in Britain or Northern Ireland. Some leaders in the new republic were setting their sights on the past as a route to the future, and, by the 1920s, the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) was flourishing, with the intention to ‘pass on belief, values, attitudes which would ensure the continuation or revival of a traditional culture’.6 Local branches provided space, instruction and opportunities to take part in sport, music and dancing deemed sufficiently Irish.

         Youth club stories are seen with fresh clarity when observed from across the water.
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            1939: Laying the foundations

         

         Recovery from the First World War was very much a long haul, and local organisations, including youth clubs, played a vital part in pulling life back together on the ground. In 1916, the government drew on voluntary sector organisations, including the Boys’ Brigade, in order to form the Central Juvenile Organisations Committee, ‘to liaise with educational bodies and to co-ordinate the provision of recreational facilities for young people’, according to youth club historian and youth worker Sue Robertson, a situation formalised in the 1918 and 1921 Education Acts, which allowed local authorities to spend taxpayer money on youth facilities.1

         By 1919, 203 clubs and twenty unions of clubs had signed up to the National Association of Girls’ Clubs.2 Young Farmers’ Clubs were formed in rural England and Wales, first in Hemyock, Devon, in 1921, after the United Dairies milk factory ran a calf-rearing competition for children in the area.3 Focusing on the Welsh language and culture, Urdd Gobaith Cymru (the Welsh League of Youth) was established in 1922, with early work taking place in the home of founder Sir Ifan ab Owen Edwards, in Llanuwchlyn, Gwynedd, north-west Wales.4 Provision in Wales was substantial: youth service historian Mark K. Smith found fifty-two clubs in industrial areas such as the Rhondda Valley in the 1920s, providing for 9,000 young people.5

         Training for leaders emerged, with the National Council of Girls’ Clubs setting up the first professional training course for 45youth leaders in 1925.6 Following a similar-but-different train of thought, youth-hostelling arrived in 1930. In 1935, a grant from the King George V Jubilee Trust helped ‘extend club work through the country’.7 A law passed in 1937, the Physical Training and Recreation Act, created an environment where some councils went beyond sports and fitness provision to provide the first local authority youth centres.8

         In September 1939, the Second World War broke out, causing a ‘significant expansion of clubs, many of them for war workers who were often separated from family and friends’.9 In this way, youth clubs provided a home from home in a more literal way than elsewhere in this story. ‘In June 1940 there were no youth clubs in one small rural area; three years later there were twenty-five,’ wrote Sue Robertson, quoting the National Association of Girls’ Clubs annual report of 1943, noting that this was probably due to the evacuation of large numbers of children from the cities and the billeting of troops in rural areas.10 Conflict, again, was affecting the size and shape of clubs across the nations.

         Wartime once more prompted government action, including the publication of ‘circulars’ – written statements containing information and guidelines; a kind of official newsletter. One of these became iconic in youth work circles, and musically minded readers might like to think of it as a riddim or motif that would be referenced repeatedly through the decades. Circular 1486 was published in the first year of war, was titled ‘The Service of Youth’ and is considered the beginning of the state youth service in England and Wales. It stated that youth work had been a neglected aspect of education, that it was for boys and girls aged between fourteen and twenty who were no longer in full-time education, emphasised youth involvement 46in club management and encouraged partnership between state and voluntary organisations at a time of great constraints.

         Seven months later, Circular 1516 set a ‘general aim’ that local authorities and voluntary organisations would provide ‘social and physical training’. The title nodded to the ongoing way in which young people are seen as troublesome and was set out as follows: ‘The Challenge of Youth’. Monies were made available for the voluntary organisations, in the form of grants from local education authorities and the central Board of Education.

         In the post-war period, the welfare state was established, with youth clubs seen as ‘a fourth province’ of the education service. The Education Act of 1944 nominally created a state commitment to a youth service, but did so weakly, noting only that local authorities should offer ‘leisure time occupation … for any person over compulsory school age’ and failing to clarify what ‘adequate’ facilities looked like.11 Grammar schools, secondary moderns and technical schools were also created, but never really fulfilled the ideal of offering high-quality education for everyone.

         Youth clubs, then, could be seen as a kind of safety net for the large numbers of young people failed by an education system that generated high-quality grammar schools for the few who passed the eleven-plus exam and under-funded secondary moderns for everyone else. Education that mirrored and entrenched class divides was central to the youth club context post-war, even when clubs were widespread and theoretically open to all, just as had been the case when public school ‘old boys’ were taking boys for night runs at the Settlement Houses.

         A name change for the National Association of Girls’ Clubs in 1944 reflected a new trend for youth clubs where boys 47and girls could attend together, the phrase ‘and Mixed Clubs’ tacked onto the original name. Three houses in Devonshire Street, central London, were purchased, with another rented, offering headquarters and a London house that was available to clubs nationwide. Avon Tyrell, a country house in Hampshire, became the NAYC residential centre in 1949, with two others opening over consecutive years in Scotland (Kilmory Castle) and Wales (Kilvrough Manor), thanks to a grant from the South African Aid to Britain Fund.12

         In 1946, white supremacist South African leader Jan Smuts, who had been part of the British war cabinet and who was a field marshal in the British Army, presented gold certificates and other monies to the UK government worth over a million pounds (more than £63m in today’s money). The gift was described as being ‘from the people of South Africa and the High Commission Territories’ – now Lesotho, Botswana and Swaziland – ‘as an expression of their deep sympathy and admiration for the people of Britain for their heroic war effort’.13

         Parliamentary record-keeping publication Hansard recorded the government’s gratitude, noting that one half of this money, which flowed from South African mines towards the centre of the British Empire, should be dedicated to benefiting the young. ‘To the givers of this gift we are profoundly grateful,’ said Prime Minister Clement Attlee. ‘Those who in the days to come reap the fruits of their generosity will not forget them.’ I can’t know what effect the gift had on the inner workings of British government. Perhaps none. It is true to say that successive British governments would repeatedly oppose international sanctions against South Africa, until the fall of the apartheid state in 1994 – a ‘unique stance’, according to Sam Matthews Boehmer in The International History Review.14 48I’m not sure the young people attending NAYC residential houses in England, Scotland or Wales knew who’d paid for their buildings.

         By the end of the 1940s, there were training courses and an estimated 1,800 full-time youth workers in post, along with at least 900 new centres opened by local authorities. Thanks to the usual see-saw of funding instability that has plagued youth work, cuts inevitably followed this period of growth.15 Complaints aired at the National Association of Youth Leaders conference of 1948 and quoted by author Bernard Davies could have come from almost any moment in the youth club timeline: ‘local education authorities have made drastic cuts in youth service estimates to such an extent that the maintenance of essential facilities has been impaired’.16 The need for state-funded youth work wasn’t – and isn’t – written into law as it is for the NHS and schools. Without a statutory base, it’s eternally vulnerable, a little like young people.

         
            *

         

         Bernard Davies, now an elder statesman of youth work theory and practice, came up through Jewish youth clubs in Manchester in the late 1940s. A former youth work practitioner, he is an influential thinker whose three-volume History of the Youth Service remains an essential cornerstone of the literature.17 He very kindly agreed to an in-person conversation, and met me armed with a big umbrella, just in case it rained, at the railway station in Leamington Spa on a spring afternoon. It was only a ten-minute walk back to his home, but in this short time I was gifted an illuminating socio-demographic exploration of the area’s changing streets and a careful description of the local community centre, where he’s a trustee. 49

         Bright pinks and greens flowed from flowerpots dotted around his patio, thanks to Sally, Bernard’s wife. While Bernard grew up in Manchester, Sally’s parents had run a Jewish youth club in east London, a period documented in her mother Celia Rose’s fascinating book, Touching Lives: A Personal History of the Clapton Jewish Youth Centre 1946–1976.18 Bernard and Sally first met at a Manchester youth club, and, between them, they have decades of experience and insight, despite wearing their work and successes extremely lightly.

         As well as protection from post-war anti-Semitism, the youth clubs Bernard attended offered culture and conversation. For him specifically, this happened because of a person who was to become famous in youth work circles. Stanley Rowe was appointed as the first full-time youth worker at Bernard Davies’s local club, after stints at the Kingley Hall Settlement in the East End of London and in Belfast, before his move to Manchester. Stanley’s extensive youth work archive is now kept at Birmingham University and he had, said Bernard, ‘a huge influence’, directly encouraging a number of lads and girls to go into youth work themselves. Additionally, Rowe opened his home to members, in ways that expanded their minds. ‘Every Saturday he’d run a discussion group in his cellar, and anyone could turn up,’ recalled Bernard. ‘He wasn’t preaching at us. Suddenly you realised there was permission to ask questions.’

         Some of these clubs really stretched the experience and expectations of all the young people, he explained. ‘People got huge support to move on in their careers and aspirations.’ Crucially, young attendees also absorbed the idea that they could and maybe should contribute to the ecosystem of supporting the next generation. Many young people who 50encountered Stanley Rowe later worked in the helping professions, said Bernard. ‘Many who went on to successful careers did see themselves as having to give something back as well.’

         What this told me is that the community instruction to fold benefit back in isn’t automatic. It’s learned, and it’s best learned when you have experienced it yourself. It’s one thing to be told that something is important, but it’s an entirely different thing to know it first-hand. It is learned in the community, rather than on an individual level. The impulse to contribute comes, I think, when you see it happening from multiple angles. Perhaps this is why so few people in power appear to understand this basic principle of hands-on contribution: they haven’t experienced it themselves.

         As well as tea and knowledge that day, there was a flow of archive boxes that contained Bernard’s university essays and field reports from the middle of the last century. He’s one of the personality types that appear infrequently but repeatedly through the youth club story, turning very high levels of education to communal benefit instead of personal profit. In his case, this meant using a degree from Cambridge to undertake a youth leaders qualifying course in Swansea – one of the very few available in the UK in the 1950s.

         Inside one of these dove-grey boxes are notes from one of his first placements, in 1958, when he spent two weeks in a then-new youth club in Belfast, where both Catholics and Protestants attended. ‘Gosh, what an eye-opener that was,’ he said, opening up another way of seeing how youth clubs can operate across lines of faith and conflict. ‘Talk about learning through experience. Someone thought it was important enough to set up a youth club which crossed the communities.’ He hadn’t been aware of the situation across the Irish 51Sea, he added, and if he had been, it was only in an incredibly distant way. ‘Seeing these Protestant and Catholic kids mixing and talking with each other was a way of introducing me to the realities.’ Once more, the effects of youth club spaces, the reasons for their existence and an actual sense of what they could achieve was visible only on the ground.
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