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Dedication

To those lads I grew up with in Clee View, Ludlow.

Brian, Mick and Robert Woodcock.

Robert and Peter Clark.

Francis Lochbaum.

Tommy Preece.

David and Roger Pritchard.

My brother, Michael Sciville.

Also, a special mention to the gifted junior school teacher, Mrs V Bodenham.

		
	


Preface

This is the book I’ve always wanted to write, but either work got in the way or I was continually stumped by the personal nature of it. Also, I at first found it hard to capture the spirit of those times without descending into a degree of exaggeration coupled with self-indulgence, which lost what I hoped would be a simple narrative with an almost naïve charm. 

Meanwhile, in an attempt to preserve a few of those treasured memories, I jotted them down in verse form, which explains the strange mixture of prose and poetry.

To keep my feet on the ground, I’d frequently ask myself, ‘What would my old mate Roger Pritchard think of this?’ He would tell me in no uncertain terms, and so on seeing him recently to be informed he’d genuinely enjoyed reading it, you can imagine my relief, for there stands a fair danger others will as well. 

		
	


Part One

		
	


The opening scene c1953

“He’s behind you!” came the cry from children packed in the small sitting room of the only house in the two adjoining streets to possess a television set. Watching fuzzy action on a screen no bigger than a place mat in the upper section of a large wooden cabinet, they were shouting a warning to the hero sporting a white Stetson, that a baddy in a black hat was creeping up on him. Wide-eyed at the inevitable fist-fight, the boys shadow boxed with excitement, then cheered as the baddy made a frantic dash for his horse. Spurred on by the drumming of hooves and wild urgency of music, some leapt aboard armchair crests, while others whipped the back of the sofa in the ensuing chase.

It was the post-war period, a new beginning; those years of the baby boom and streets of new houses springing up around town perimeters. The two streets that feature large in this tale, made a perfect right-angle and beyond lay meadows, orchards, ponds and streams. The ideal playground and my excitement always grew at the thought of visiting the house where my three female cousins resided, number 7, Clee View. My aunt and uncle had been incredibly lucky to gain tenancy, for although being brought up in a council house can now bear a stigma, especially when you consider how some were thrown together, these with their large gardens on the outskirts of a pretty Midland’s town, were avidly sought after and occupants came from all walks of life; builders, painters, an RAC patrol man, a factory manager, volunteer firemen, plasterers, a truck driver, a school caretaker, a plumber, a bank clerk, a printer, plus even a horse trader. All of them had helped win the war; well, all apart from one, but with him marrying a local girl and eventually managing a factory on the edge of town; say what you like about the Germans, no-one had a bad word to say against Werner, for he was as much a part of the community as anyone. 


It was what we now know as the ‘Bulge Years’ and all seemed fresh and exciting with parents toiling to create lawns, flower beds and vegetable patches while children chased in and out of the newly planted privet hedges, swarmed over the banking opposite and up into elms, standing sentinel over high hedge and orchard beyond. It was in a fact a magical time and I hope the following captures some of that spirit.

		
	


Background details

I was born in the Isle of Man, January 1948 and lived for my first two and a half years, in a well-built, but otherwise unremarkable looking house in Crosby, a village located roughly halfway between Douglas and Peel. No more than a grey blur to those roaring at full throttle along the TT course and you would have thought something that dramatic would have lodged in a young lad’s memory, but sorry, no. I have absolutely no recollection of a succession of pepper pot helmets flying past the garden hedge. 

Other than the fact it’s unusual for one to remember anything at all from such an early age, the meagre remnants hardly seem worthy of a mention, but for reasons later evident, I’ll quickly list them. Firstly, there’s the image of my mother putting jellies to cool in a small tabletop meat safe outside the back door. It gets better mind you, for then I remember a tractor breathing and rattling in the field behind the house. Yes, I’d liked the strange contraption, but didn’t want to sit on the lap of the man about to crank it into action and so clung to my sister for protection.

Why do I remember a three-wheeler bike hanging from a beam in the garage, but on the other hand, have no recollection of wrestling with the family mongrel? Apparently, my sister had been petrified of the thing, but the mutt and I were inseparable.

Like many small boys, I had a yen to explore and one day managed to squeeze under the garden gate into the wide-open world beyond. What a feeling of freedom that gave and couldn’t wait for the next opportunity, but something strange happened, almost as if I’d suddenly grown bigger, for on my next attempt I couldn’t even get my head through the gap, never mind the rest of me. Many years later, when recalling the experience, probably checking whether I’d simply dreamt the whole thing, my mother said, no, it had been true enough, for she’d almost had kittens at the sight of me, droopy-drawered in the middle of a puddle on the main thoroughfare across the island. I’d had a fist full of gravel and realising the likely outcome of her swoop towards me, promptly sat down and for good measure, rammed the stones into my mouth. That evening, my father had been instructed to block the gap beneath the gate.

The next memory was quite unsettling, for my parents suddenly took on a different guise, as if strangers, madly shouting with looks of hatred. My mother raged down from the landing, while my father barked up from the stairs.

“Look now you’ve made him cry.” 

My father, giving me a glance, obviously thought better of continuing and I remember him returning to normal as he descended into the hallway.

Why am I telling you all this? Well as trifling as they seem, I was only two years old and these scant memories, of not only my homeland, but of my father back in 1950, I’ve hung onto ferociously, keeping them inside to be cherished. I’ll divulge the reason later and yes, I would prefer to have remembered the TT races, but no matter what age you might be, you can’t choose your abiding memories.

Many years later, I took my family back to the island and the sight of Peel harbour jogged another recollection; my father descending a long flight of stone steps to a neat white boat on green water. I recall a sense of happiness, with all waving at his departure, but for me it was quite unsettling. Was he leaving for good? Not an unreasonable concern after all that shouting.

Also, people did seem to come and go somewhat. They’d be like new best friends, making funny noises in your face one minute and then that would be it, you’d never clap eyes on them again.


Now here’s another thing that perplexed. You could be praised to the heavens for doing a simple act one day, for it to be deemed unspeakably horrid on another. One just didn’t know what to do to be right.

The poo in question, I’d been quite proud of, for it had been a splendid effort, but my sister sharing the same bath, had leapt to her feet shouting, “Gusting!”

In fairness, my mother tried to make light of it, capturing the brown flotilla in a pot as the murky water eddied away and now I think about it, I had been right to feel concern at the sight of my father’s jaunt across Peel harbour, for one day something happened that changed my life for ever. 

This I remember vividly, for there was an incredible sense of urgency; panic almost. Of course I’d not been told what was going on, but always having had an ability to sense moods and atmospheres, I watched with concern as clothes were being rammed into suitcases, but then to cap it all, I realised I’d not seen my golly being packed. Shocked at the thought of it, I checked and he wasn’t in his usual place. OK, I might have been small, but I tell you what, I certainly made my feelings known.

Being hauled down the stairs I heard, “You don’t want that old thing! I’ll buy you a nice new one.”

I didn’t want a nice new one, I wanted golly and was even more enraged when my sister, a bossy seven-year-old, described him as old and smelly. It was probably round about that time I first got the notion, boys and girls might have a tendency to think differently. To be honest, I was absolutely seething, for my beloved golly might have been nothing more than a bundle of rags, but seemed like part of my very being and there she was, sounding so judgemental and grown up. How dare she dismiss him with such disdain! Plus, neither sister nor mother explained how my dad would be able to find us. They probably thought, given time I’d forget him or he’d appear as if nothing more than a figment of imagination. But they weren’t fooling me. I didn’t forget him and knew he’d been an actual person in my life. Also of course, at that age I wouldn’t have known a word like disdain, but you don’t need to, to know what it feels like.

		
	


England

Next thing it was England. Alright, I obviously wouldn’t have realised that immediately, but in the fullness of time, began to get the drift. Also, even though the first birthday I recall was my fifth, logic tells me, that when I first saw that lady in a blue frock, looking dwarfed by a pair of black doors far side of a busy street, I must have been two and a half and also as my new nanna smiled, spreading her arms in welcome, instincts hinted she and I would be getting along famously. 

Initially, it was all very confusing, but the way she bustled and fussed, cheered me up no end. Not as much as when first meeting cousin Jennifer mind you. She just had the edge on me age-wise, in fact was a full four months older and hadn’t wasted a single second of it, getting up to all sorts of tricks, leaving me quite breathless. Attempting to keep up with her was initially frustrating, but as I felt coordination improving, was able to assist in serious tasks, such as carrying glass bottles down to those huge black gates mentioned and we giggled together, listening to their cheery progress, rattling and clanking down the pavement outside. They were beer bottles, for I now lived at the Compasses Hotel, roughly halfway up the slope of Corve Street.

I don’t remember being told not to roll bottles down the street, it was more a matter of there not being sufficient room one day, to actually squeeze them under the gate. In fact, there was only just enough room for a one-eyed squint, for on certain mornings, if I lay on my side, I could just make out the quick-scissor flurry of hooves drumming across splatter, plus the odd skip at stick-thwack and guttural shout. The pub was located on the main road through town and the weekly auction was held in the large expanse of corrugated iron sheds and steel pens down near the train station. Sometimes, when the sheep were driven through it sounded like the sudden onset of heavy rain.

My mother told me, that I would often beg to be taken there to peer over the brick wall at the cattle packed in the pens, but to be honest, I have no recollection of it. Not the slightest glimmer. It seems you can’t choose memories any more than you can decide what to dream.

One day, the milkman gave Jennifer and myself a ride in his delivery cart. We were helped up onto the metal step, then through the small door that was clicked shut and we sat together, beyond the churns, on a neat little side seat. I remember the immensity of the horse, its not unpleasant odour and as we jerked forward, how its broad back with everything in motion, swayed from side to side and yet the cart whirled along in a perfectly straight line. The rhythmic clipping of hooves echoed in the lanes and we felt like the most important people alive. Not surprisingly, whenever catching sight of the nice Mr. Tilt, even though wagging fingers and serious reproaches warned us not to pester the man, we wanted to climb aboard at every opportunity.

On another day we were taken for a picnic at Wigmore Castle. I know that’s where it must have been, for I distinctly remember the grassed banking rising steeply above where cars were once allowed to park, at the lane end, opposite a muddy farm. I have no recollection of the ruins across the fields, but didn’t forget that grassed banking, for on it was some dried white poo to which cousin Jen laid claim, piping up brightly, “I just did that.”

Was there any end to this little minx’s abilities?

Alright, I’d been rather naïve, just like when a massive low-loader truck rolled past one day in Shrewsbury. I was living there at the time, but won’t go into that just now, other than say the odd-job man who lived in the same residence, told me the vehicle was for scribing red lines down the margins of writing paper. It seemed an awful lot of rumbling equipment for such a small task, but I trusted Old Bill and so it wasn’t until sometime later I thought, ‘What a load of old dog poo! That truck was a tank transporter!’

Swiftly moving back to those early Ludlow memories; on market days the pub used to be heaving. It was fascinating and I’d watch all the activity as it unfolded below my secret vantage point, a tiny glass paned window at the turn in the stairs. Hanging above all, was a light haze of tobacco smoke and men in light brown coats stood in huddles or leant on the bar, as a never-ending supply of glasses full of brown liquid, went from the cranking pumps to awaiting hands. 

Above the general hubbub of conversation, the odd voice would ring out, followed by guttural laughter and amongst all my mother would fearlessly wend her way, emptying ashtrays, collecting empty glasses and wiping tables. My grandfather, known to us as Uncle Stan, (I’ll explain later) seemed to be the main pump-puller, with sweat gleaming on ruddy brow, but also my mother would occasionally lend a hand at one of the mechanisms that kept the liquid flowing.

I remember one day a cheer ringing out, as my grandmother, with a white cloth of action draped over a shoulder, sailed amongst all to deliver an urgent demand. I was later told, she had given Uncle Stan strict orders to clear the men from the gents’ toilets, an outside facility with its entrance just beyond where she’d been slaving in the kitchen. She had grown heartily sick of the singing.

This tickled me no end, for that witnessed from my vantage point already went way beyond the behaviour expected of everyday, sensible adults, who I’d noticed seemed to find things in the bar far funnier than life normally encountered, but now came the news, some even went outside to linger and sing in the gents’ toilets. I was probably, only about three at the time and so was quite puzzled as to the cause?


Then one day, sitting there minding my own business, I realised I’d been spotted, for an angry face snarled up and a stick was prodded in my direction. Truly frightened, I retreated to my room, but then thought, ‘He really has no right to do that!’ I reasoned, it was my grandmother’s pub and she was quite happy for me to sit there.

Plucking up courage, I crept back to peep down into the bar once more, but there he was, waiting and my whole insides jumped as he approached to snarl and wave his stick. Back in my room I was truly shaken and felt deeply troubled, worried regarding the safety of my mother working amongst such monsters. How could she seem so blithe and untroubled, using just the odd flick of a tea towel to keep them at bay?

On quieter days, I’d sometimes venture down to the bar and without really inviting it, would receive a fair deal of attention and the odd small gift, but I always checked first to make sure that man was not there. Even on the occasion when he sat on a stool smiling, all his ruddy hatred dissolved and my mother coaxing me not to be frightened, for he’d only been joking, I still wouldn’t go near him. He could smile all he liked, but he’d had his chance and it troubled me not that he now looked sheepish.

Of course, I wasn’t allowed beyond the main doors of the pub, but was free to wander into the yard out the back, where I always felt rather overshadowed by the massive stone wall on the northern side. I wouldn’t have known it then, but it is a remnant of the town’s mediaeval defences and the Compasses pub stands on the western side of what would have been the Corve Gate.

There wasn’t much to do when out there on my own, the chickens in their coop being only of passing interest, but then one day, beckoned by a cheery call, I looked up to see my sister and a friend had somehow climbed onto a parapet running parallel with the kitchen roof. Now this seemed more like it, but how had they got up there? My admiration was tinged with mild frustration of not being able to join them.


During opening hours, folk would use the pub yard as a shortcut between Linney and Corve Street, marching straight through where I was playing and sometimes boys roughly my age, accompanying their mothers, would stare as if I happened to be some sort of local curiosity. 

With them merely passing through, my efforts at friendship were at most faint-hearted, but being stuck there on my own, I’d sometimes give it a go. First, however, it was important to establish their age and after a brief exchange I’d put this question to the mother. I don’t know why it was, but even at that age I thought, ‘Why don’t they ever give a straight answer?’ What did, ‘Four in December,’ mean to a young lad who’d not yet learnt to count and certainly didn’t know the progression of the months?

Even so, I would politely say thank you and as they continued on their way, back it up with a nonchalant whistle, leaving them in no doubt as to my credentials. Sometimes a moon-faced boy would look back in surprise, but I’d think, ‘Why do so many faces seem so dull?’ Very few I met in those early days made me come alive like cousin Jennifer did.

So, the fact I could whistle, means I was probably approaching four years old.

Now, before I continue, I’ll have to take you back a bit, before that moment of shock and exhilaration, when that first perfect note had escaped my lips. I remember feeling really fed up one day, for I had nothing to do, could find no-one to talk to and even my mother seemed to have disappeared. Everything was deadly quiet, exceedingly dull, almost as if the very air had become too heavy to raise itself from the dust in the yard. I called out for my mother, then for my sister, but the reply I got shocked me to a standstill. Looking up, I spotted two girls atop the high stone wall and they were not only pulling faces, they were mimicking me. I certainly wasn’t going to run from view and so had to suffer those whiney voices, daring to mock me. I couldn’t help it, I blushed, for I simply wasn’t used to this sort of treatment. Admittedly, there had been that man with the stick and of course I’d had the odd admonishment, but generally people seemed glad to have me in their company. So, who were these weaselly girls with faces as nasty as cod liver oil laughing down from their vantage point? I chose to withdraw to my room, for if there were more creatures like those lying in wait, I needed to give serious consideration to that world outside.

At intervals during the day, the bells in the tall church tower, looming just beyond the high stone wall, played a tune. Every day a different melody chimed, floating out across the town and these seem to have etched themselves into my very soul and still bring a pang of nostalgia whenever I hear them again. It’s not hard to imagine myself, back in that yard, chickens scratching and pecking and washing billowing on the line. Winnie, the maid, would sometimes be out there, heaped basket at her hip. She lived in the small cottage located halfway down the yard, was always cheery to talk to and although never sounding her H’s, talked to me properly, rather than as if to someone who still needed a pram. Yes, Winnie and myself got on quite well, although I did happen to have one uncomfortable meeting with her, but more of that later.

On some mornings, a line of cars would be parked out in the yard. Their interiors had polished wooden dashboards and deep, lived-in looking upholstery that gave off a rich aroma of leather. The doors opened backwards and below, either side, were running boards, terminating at the front in large polished mudguards that swept up in an arch with headlamps on top. I would sometimes peer at these exotic machines, amused by the distorted reflexions. It was always worth waiting for the leaving procession, for when the engines rattled into life, I’d watch fascinated as they carefully edged their way, sending out plumes of fumes, down the tunnelled exit to the main road.

Looking back now, I suppose their occupants would have been company representatives or those who had taken rooms on race day. Cars in the yard meant an uncomfortable night was in the offing, for my mother and grandmother having given up their beds to guests, would squeeze themselves into my bed.

If I heard my nanna’s cheery, “Oh, he’s kept it nice and warm for us,” I’d think, ‘Oh no! Not again.’

One day, I was taken by my mother to meet a man in a room that was up some stairs in a house at the bottom of the hill. I didn’t care for this turn of events at all, for I sensed a change coming, one I might not be entirely pleased with. Although he seemed friendly enough, I didn’t like my mother’s distant look as we ascended the hill back to the Compasses. Not only did she not answer my questions, she seemed in a completely different world.

Sometimes, on a quiet day the man would appear in the lounge bar of the pub. That’s where he gave me a stick of pink rock. Sweets were still on ration and so this was an incredible luxury. I’d never tasted anything like it and gnawed my way as far as the label, that apparently showed a seaside town whose name was written down through the rock, but of course those symbols meant nothing to me. 

I had been warned not to eat it all in one go, for it could make me sick. Disregarding his advice, I crunched away, down past the label that now looked as sticky as I felt and it was only near the end that I realised I could be in trouble.

Fortunately, my mother noticed my change of colour and rushed me outside, where I gazed down at all that rock once more, in tiny pink and white shards, spattered on the downspout and grid of the drain. I immediately felt better, but also rather sheepish, for it seemed such an act of ingratitude after having been gifted something so special. 

In fairness, he told me not to worry, but his raised eyebrows said, ‘I did warn you.’


Like I said before, I get these feelings and somehow knew things were about to take a momentous turn and therefore sought a quiet place to sit on my own and think.

‘Who was this smarty-pants who knew I was going to be sick and where was my dad?’

Looking back, I must have been four when one summer’s day, my mother took Jennifer and myself to Batty’s Island. I had been there before, but with having a kindred spirit aboard, this particular day stands out. The boat keeper was old Mr. Stewardson, who as usual beamed with delight at our approach and also as usual, confided we could keep the boat for as long as we liked. I used to think, ‘What a nice man,’ but it was years later when looking back at old photos, I realised why his face always lit up at sight of my mother.

Aunty Rita, Jennifer’s mother had given us a small gift, a triangular paper bag containing pear drops. Not to be eaten until safely aboard. This was more like it, for on a previous occasion I’d been gifted a packet containing tiny pieces of coloured plastic, pressed into the shape of racing cars. Of course, I’d said thank you, but it had seemed a strange thing to accompany a boating trip.

It was always cool below the trees shading the old green boathouse and I always felt a surge of excitement at the sight of water slowly flowing beneath the boards of the walkway, gently tugging the long slender skiffs to the end of their tethers. Mirrored in the broad expanse, before the waters slipped down the curve of the weir, was the mighty image of the castle. What drama as we were helped aboard, with Jennifer and myself carefully picking our way over seats and decorative metal to share the perch in the stern. It was enough to bring on an excited drumming of heels on the hull. 

Mr. Stewardson carefully fed the long oars out to my mother, untethered the craft, urged it into the flow with his boathook and waved us on our way. Jen and I waved back and then trailed a hand in the cool water, feeling its impact wobble our fingers as we gathered speed.

My mother had become quite well known locally for her rowing skills, to such an extent, an American officer stationed in town during the war, had once challenged her to a race. With him being an accomplished oarsman back home, he’d offered her a head start, but she declined and much to his annoyance, beat him. If it had been a courting gambit, it had failed dismally. Also of course, by the time the Americans were on the scene, she would have been a married woman, but more of that later.

Back in those days, a far more generous portion of the river was made available for boating, right up as far as the gravel shoals at what is called Batty’s Island. Even though it had long ceased to be one, the old water course could still be traced by following an indented curve in the meadow where forlorn willow trees still clung to the banking, leaning forward as if eternally mystified as to where the water had gone. On the downstream point of what locals called Battys, enough of the old river course remained to form quite a sizeable harbour, long enough to accommodate boats pulled up from the ooze, to loll like a line of feeding piglets on the banking. In summer, the water was warm and that inlet was the perfect place for children to splash and play.

This was where most local children first learnt to swim, as there was no swimming pool, seaside holidays were rare and a trip to somewhere like the Isle of Man, seemed as far flung as going to the Bahamas today. So, families flocked here for a picnic, a swim and pleasant day out. In fact, if you told strangers, you were holidaying this year at Batty’s Island, it actually sounded quite exotic.

Years later I wrote the following in memory of my mother, whose ashes are scattered there. It had been a day when just the two of us had embarked, with me like a figurehead, perched on the tiny triangular seat in the prow. I had those tiny plastic racing cars in my pocket. Well, all except the yellow one. 

		
	


Batty’s Island

I remember the walk down to the river, 

Two small steps to my mother’s one,

Her dress was pretty, redolent of flowers,

To me she seemed old, but photos show young.

Trees; cool respite, mirrored in water.

Life’s soup; fish rings; struggling fly;

Enigmatic edifice, castle towering,

Moving gently against the billowing sky.

My aunt had gifted, small plastic race cars,

Each half the size of a rationed sweet;

Liked all but the yellow one and dropped it idling,

Down between landing-stage boards at my feet.

The old boatman smiled as we rocked aboard;

Steadied the sharp prow, before we knifed upstream;

Trailed fingers wobbled, cool in the bow wave;

Sun-pins through leaves lit a dappling dream.

Riverbed patterns flickered up through branches,

Creaking rowlocks, the only sound to rend,

The stillness, ‘til passing family reflected;

White hats and smiles, sailing down round the bend. 

Mother, aiming towards the low-banked harbour,

Scoured riverbed shoal, ducks clattered, were gone.

Our long hull lolled in its oozy mooring;

We dined in the sun, 1951. 

The inlet’s now dry; no farrowing boats;

Just lambs and silence, and to escape life’s pace,

I and my children still visit the shrine,

Batty’s Island, a secret last resting place.

		
	


Things moving on

The random nature of memories can be peculiar. A few can be scary and some, no matter how enigmatic, give a strange nostalgic glow even though the event remembered might not have been particularly important at the time. Also, one wonders, would those hazy recollections represent significant clues as to how a personality was forming; foundations for the person most would eventually recognise as being typically you? If that’s the case, I suspect analysts would have their work cut out forming a character sketch from the above and the motley assortment immediately following. Obviously as one matures, more is remembered and there evolves a threaded connection, more of a life story, but meanwhile all I have left from those early years is more like an ancient moth-eaten tapestry.

I can’t remember it ever having rained back then. Strange when you think about it. I do remember being freezing cold mind you, even when muffled in a coat and wearing my new dungarees on a brisk walk along the path running below the castle to Linney, where looking down on a rough patch, you could see goats tethered. The grim edifice of the castle; gaping windows and grey walls rising as if to the heavens, brought a shudder at the thought of anyone living in a place so cold. 

Below, the river reflecting day’s last light, curved like a band of burnished steel and icy gusts down the valley buffeted the gaunt trees lining the path into sudden insanity and stung my face as if the wind had whips in it.

“Nearly there. Soon be nice and warm.” Soothing words from my mother. She almost made it seem like a game, where everything would be alright as long as she said so. She never failed to tuck me in at night with a kiss on the cheek, which gave a cosy feeling and reassurance when embarking on that trip through darkness.

It must have been about that same time she took me up the road, yet again on my insistence, to where shop lights cast a warm glow on the pavements and where all the people looked so cheery. We would stop at my favourite window, where a small Father Christmas tapped on the glass with a stick. It would have been from there, my sister and I were bought new shoes and she proudly showed hers off to our visiting cousins, Pat and Jennifer.

Seeing their marvelling looks, I proffered a foot and said, “And I have.” It didn’t have the same impact, but at least I’d managed to bask in a little of the glory.

Residing in a popular town hostelry gave insight to people’s reactions when something of importance happened. Generally, I didn’t know who or what they were talking about, but one day there came a breathless announcement that Jim Penny had died. He was a jolly faced man who lived up the street and so for once I could follow the thread.

I heard things like, “Are you sure? He can’t be! I was only talking to him yesterday.” The questions and avowals of disbelief continued all morning, the throng swelling until the place was packed, as if the Compasses was the only place to go for latest news. Large amounts of that brown liquid were consumed, a few tears were shed and judgement passed on the wife who’d survived him. 

It was the first time I heard the saying, “Why is it only the good die young?”

Around about this time the stomach aches started. I know pain threshold isn’t very high at that age, but these were truly agonising, like trapped jagged glass. Whatever I did brought no relief and so I’d just limply sit, until eventually it melted away and my temperature returned to normal.


When really bad, I’d roll around in bed almost crying with the pain and when sick, it felt like the spasms would never end.

A doctor visited, felt my stomach and forehead, before declaring it was nothing to worry about. 

“Huh! Easy for him to say,” and to make matters worse, I then had to swallow a regular dose of sour tasting red medicine.

Anyway, for some reason the pain finally abated and I began to feel normal again, descending to a changed world. My grandparents were no longer there and my mother now ran the pub, occasionally helped by that man we’d visited at the bottom of the hill. I must have been told where my nanna and Uncle Stan had gone to, but with not having a clue where Shrewsbury was, it didn’t mean a great deal. 

I didn’t like the way things had a tendency to suddenly turn themselves upside down and I also didn’t like the first film I was taken to see, Alice in Wonderland. The fact that you could be big one minute, small the next, I found most disturbing and when a pack of playing cards came to life chasing Alice down into a vast vortex, I clung to my mother in terror, not consoled in the slightest by her reassurance, it had all been nothing but a dream. It was at a time when still upset that my dad was no longer with us and as yet, hadn’t worked out where my grandparents had disappeared to, so I certainly didn’t appreciate a film that scared the living daylights out of me. 

Strangely, I don’t remember any of my first Christmases. Not the actual day that is, but I do remember the amazing gift of a blue peddle car. I loved sitting in it, turning the wheel, making ‘Brmm, brmm’ noises, but still needed to grow a little before being able to peddle the thing.

I must admit, I don’t remember this being the case, but before being able to put it into motion, I suspect my sister Ann would have become heartily sick of being the power source. 


Sometimes, if I thought I could be missing something of interest, I’d hold off doing big jobs for as long as possible. Sitting down helped, but thankfully it was only a passing phase. While on the subject, however, when up town with my mother, I’d occasionally be in desperate need of a wee. Well of course I was too young to go right round the far side of the Town Hall to the gents and so she’d take me into the ladies. Please understand, this is an explanation given with hindsight, for at the time I thought it was quite normal to be taken into a cubicle where my mother would assist with the necessary. That was until the day she pushed the lavatory door open and I saw a young woman, knickers round her ankles, crouched within like a startled young bird. It gave me a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach that was hard to explain.

As said, nothing seems to remain the same and in the pub, grand works were being undertaken. Furniture would often be draped with white sheets, which were perfect for hiding under and there was constant hammering accompanied by plumes of dust. The builders seemed happy to answer my questions and when approaching I’d hear comments such as, “Hear he is. Come to help again.” One even showed me the remains of a petrified rat he’d found in a wall being demolished, which puzzled me rather, for why would a creature go to such lengths just to die? 

My friend Winnie, of course drew plenty of attention and was playfully chided when skinnying her way through stacked up furniture and debris, to lead me away to where, yet again, my mother would tell me not to pester the workmen. I couldn’t help it though; I liked my new friends.

Periodically, however, I had a reoccurrence of that stomach pain I told you about. I wasn’t putting it on or making a meal of it, as I much preferred to feel well and was always eager to see what each day would bring, but it was back with a vengeance as if having been stabbed in the side. Along with it came a temperature, throat ripping vomiting and terrible nightmares. The doctor must have visited again, for the next cure-all was jelly in a jar and whatever ailed me must have briefly gone into remission, for I remember flicking a teaspoon of the stuff to bounce off the far wall. Thoroughly bored at my lengthy confinement, I set to work flicking the lot, aiming at the lampshade, wardrobe and window, until none remained. 

When my mother came in, her greeting smile froze into one of incredulity and she said, “Oh that’s really naughty. It was meant to make you better.”

I doubt she believed in the stuff either and of course, I might have been young, but knew she couldn’t be too cross, not with me being ill.

Her regular visits alleviated the boredom and if the burning inside subsided, I’d go to the window and watch the world outside. There were fascinating things like an oil tanker revving back and forth to gain entry to a tiny lane opposite, stopping traffic in both directions. Some might ask, how would a three-year-old know what a petrol tanker looked like? Well of course I didn’t, but remembered the shape until I did. Also, while on such matters, I know the castle didn’t really move against the clouds as described in the above poem, but to a tiny lad, the optical illusion made it seem that way.

Anyway, in the end that pain somehow seemed to just glide away and my builder friends almost gave a cheer at my reappearance. I noticed there were a few fresh faces, men who didn’t seem to hear when asked about certain details. They soon softened, mind you, to became part of the gang and in fact, the one who had initially seemed the most remote was the one I eventually got along with best of all.

Then one morning, when hurrying back to the domestic side of the hotel, having visited them as usual, I ran straight into Winnie, who recoiled as if from an explosion and the pain felt in my chest was indescribable, as if somehow my skin was on fire. She had been mounting the step into the room carrying a jug of boiling hot water for the builders’ tea. If I hadn’t been tall for my age I would have been disfigured for life. I remember Winnie, hands to face in horror as my mother scooped me up and I was taken, almost at a run, round to the nearby cottage hospital, up by the church.

The ward was full of grown-ups who of course stared with great interest at the infant, naked to the waist, being unceremoniously upended for further stripping. Whatever those nurses did for me, it was a whole lot better than anything that doctor had done regarding my internal problem, for in seemingly no time I was able to sit up and talk to the two ladies in the nearest beds. I’d initially felt a bit embarrassed, knowing they must have seen my willy which believe me, was of far greater concern than the scalding. My mother’s quick reactions at hearing Winnie’s scream, had saved the skin on my chest.

She of course, popped in regularly to see how I was getting on and later told me, it broke her heart each time she had to leave her little boy, looking so lost in such a big bed. Strange thing is, I don’t remember feeling particularly little, let alone lost and in fact, once over the mortification of having been exposed to the ward, got along quite well with those ladies either side.

I don’t know why it was, but I seemed to find grown-ups easier company than many children my own age. That’s why the kindergarten, a small facility run by a French lady, known to all as Mademoiselle, came as rather a shock. I think the problem was, with me being tall for my age, all thought I was older than I actually was, when in fact I’d have almost been the youngest there. 

Our day consisted of drawing, singing, playing in the back yard and finally, sitting cross-legged to listen to a story. All the children seemed to know the routine and two older girls were given small duties which were undertaken with a grand air of authority. 

It was all very puzzling and I had not one clue of when to stand or sit down, which drew unwanted attention, but nothing like the derision when one of the boys noticed my hair. Mother had restrained my rather long locks with one of her hairclips. 

“He’s a girl!” 

All the children laughed, I went bright red and then was surrounded by the boys, chanting, “He’s a girl! He’s a girl!”

How was I to know, only girls used hairclips? This was my first full encounter with a room full of children my own age and it came as a nasty shock. They seemed to relish any slight blunder and at going home time, laughed when I did my coat up the wrong way. Children’s macs and coats in those days, had optional buttoning, left for girls, right for boys and of course I’d not learnt my left from right. I soon figured it out, however, for when envisaging punching one of my tormentors, it told me which was my right hand. 

As you can imagine, I wasn’t keen to return to Mademoiselle’s, but my mother, a believer in tough love, told me I’d soon get used to things and to stand up for myself.

In a way she was right, for by the third visit I didn’t seem to be in the way as much, but was still thoroughly confused by the French songs and at playtime, stood alone, bemused as the boys either chased one another or played trains. Having been kindergarten regulars they’d formed into two separate groups. The chasers seemed to whirl about without rhyme nor reason, while the train gang, fastidiously chuffing and hooting, rotated their arms like pistons, even putting the action into reverse when backing into tight places. Wherever I stood, it seemed I was on one of the imaginary railway lines and they’d shout, “Get off the track!” if I tried to join in. 

The girls, meanwhile, either leapt about over a skipping rope with skirts tucked in knickers or played at mums and infants, where the two smallest girls were led around, staggering on their haunches while making goo-goo noises. 


I stood amongst it all feeling totally lost and so when the gang of chasers beckoned, I gladly joined their rush up the yard. At their jeering and half-hearted pushing against a wooden door, I thought it high time I showed them what I was made of. My look of shock when the door swung open, was matched by that of the occupant, a girl called Jaqueline, who was desperately trying to pull up her knickers. Sadly, not quite quick enough, for the gang pointed and taunted mercilessly, before triumphantly running off to tell Mademoiselle what I’d done. I felt really sorry for the poor girl, but my confusion left me dumbstruck. 

So, on receiving a severe finger wagging, to be told I had been a thoroughly dirty boy going into the girl’s lavatory, I mutely hung my head in shame and desperately prayed mother would return to deliver me from the nightmare. Goodness, life was tough without her, but there again it wasn’t all bad, for there did come one unexpected bonus, Jaqueline occasionally smiling at me. This brought that strange funny feeling inside, the same as felt once before in the Town Hall lady’s toilets.

You’ll be glad to know, I did eventually find my feet at that kindergarten and also became acquainted with the location of Shrewsbury. It was at the end of a long thirty-mile journey taken, either by bus or train and it broadened my scope beyond belief, for if someone now said they had travelled from, let’s say, Liverpool or Cardiff, I could say, ‘Phew! Is that further than Shrewsbury?’

At hearing, ‘More than twice as far,’ I could reply with another meaningful, “Phew!” and if, ‘Much, much further than that,’ I’d look thoroughly impressed and utter something I’d heard Winnie say, “Evans above!” 

I of course didn’t know who Evans was, but for some reason, it never failed to raise a smile.

At the end of that long trek to Shrewsbury, a bubble of comfort awaited at the White Horse pub, up by Lord Hill’s Column. It was run by nanna and Uncle Stan, plus they’d made friends with a host of new people. Loads of interesting folk from all walks of life. Of course they were customers, but it felt more like a large family.

On arriving at Shrewsbury, we would board a Midland Red bus taking us up near the Column, but there was always that final stretch, where my mother, walking so fast, would drag me along and I was forever stumbling, grazing a knee and being told, not to be so clumsy.

‘Bloody knees and cursed for it!’ There was no doubt she was a caring mother, but occasionally gave a glimpse of a far tougher, warrior side.

I of course, relished the train journeys to Shrewsbury and back, but not the bus trips. Something about the rumbling and swaying had the tendency to make me feel sick and on hearing that doleful cry of, ‘Mummy,’ my mother would rush me down to the back, asking the conductor to open the door and let some fresh air in. The bell would be pressed for the driver to pull in at the next stop. Didn’t always work, but I can’t have been the only one, for a small stack of newspaper was kept stored ready in the compartment beneath the stairs. 

They were wonderful when you think about it, answering my mother’s profuse apologies with, “Don’t you worry, madam. Lots of little boys are sick on buses.”

I suppose we went by bus, winding its way around village lanes, because it conveniently departed from right outside the Compasses and in Shrewsbury, we could step from one to the next, taking us up to the Column, thus saving the walk from train to bus station.

In comparison, the train journey was more like an adventure and with my mother always attending to last minute duties, we’d almost have to run down Corve Street, so as not to miss it. As the mighty engine rolled past, hissing and clanking, we’d hurriedly buy tickets from the man behind the glass window in his little kiosk, before hauling ourselves aboard to sink with relief into the carriage seats. On the walls were pictures of enticing holiday destinations which I’d been told, were quite a few Shrewsbury’s away and most glass panels of sliding doors on corridor trains, bore the sign, ‘NO SMOKING.’
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