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FOREWORD


Hello reader my name is Vic, I am a Social Worker, the reflection below is a real and true reflection of the impact that Jimmys story had on me, and my understanding on what Social Work should be.


Having spent many years in social work I am now coming to the end of my career, I now find records for people who request these for many reasons. Most are very straightforward, then one day I received an unusual request, I would not normally receive such a request for records going back such a long time, nearly sixty years, and from someone who has reached the age they are now. I was intrigued but also not very optimistic or hopeful of finding any material. Unlike today’s standards, recording was not in-depth in the sixties and seventies. My interest was also increased, as I noticed that the person who was making the request and I were born a few months apart. At my first meeting with Jimmy, he provided some basic details, dates he was unsure of, the name of the children’s home he was in, and other events that would remain and affect him for the majority of his life to date. We discussed growing up in the same time period, although we lived at different parts of the country, we shared a lot in common, including a sense of humour, and we laughed at how different life was in those days compared to today. He then unexpectedly gave me a folder; it was a first draft of a book or at that point a draft of his story. He told me “This might help”.


I started to read and a few hours later I finished. I couldn’t put it down. His story was his memories of a childhood full of neglect and abuse. He was used as fodder and his treatment and care he received from those who should have loved and protected him were inhumane.


I love finding new words and I came across a beautiful old Gaelic word ‘Arraghey’. It means ‘Turning point’. It is not a moment when all your demons, fears, anger will suddenly disappear, it is a Turning point, A point when you recognise that you will not heal overnight but today my healing begins, “My Arraghey Begins”. The journey of exploring my story has commenced and I have a destination to reach where the anger and pain may not completely subside, but it will no longer have the same impact on me.


It quickly became clear that Jimmy had reached his ‘Arraghey’ moment.


As the weeks of searching archived, old beautifully bound leather binders, containing not so beautiful stories of children’s lives turned into months, I was able to find Jimmys records, not as much as I had hoped for but enough, just, to fill in some of the missing pieces. With this information Jimmy was able to progress his writing and make sense of memories that were foggy and fill in other pieces of his life’s jigsaw.


Many people in their professional lives often say one case will always stay with them. Police officers talk about a case they were able or unable to solve, Paramedics will speak about a particular accident they attended that has remained with them and they often think about. Meeting Jimmy and listening to his story is something I will not forget. Despite all the horrors he endured and the impact these had on him, his kindness, empathy for others and determination is what I will remember most. His courage to tell his story, his ability to trust despite the hurt caused by others is remarkable. 


To those who have struggled and continue to struggle through life due to their own experiences, I hope you find encouragement from his book and recognise that people can heal. Your history does not have to define you and you can overcome the pain and self-belief your own story has left you.


I would urge some caution it is not an easy read and may evoke reactions you may not have expected.


To fellow Social Workers, this is one text I would implore you to read. You can spend many hours reading and learning theories from academics; however, this story is real it is not an example, it happened and today continues to happen, but fortunately not as frequently as it used to. When training or discussing examples of children we work with, we frequently hear the expression “Little Jimmy” to describe a child ironically this is a real “Little Jimmy” The descriptions of his pain and terror is not fiction, this text will give you an insight to how abuse is hidden, it will encourage you to be professionally curious, to discover why when abuse is so entrenched that it becomes the norm for a child that they come to believe they are worthless and their abuse is deserved.


If you ever ask why you came into social work or question the value of the work you do, then this book will take away any doubts you may have over the difference you can make to a child’s life, not only at the time but in years to come.


To Jimmy, I thank you for finding the courage to share your story and most of all I hope your story encourages others to begin their own ‘Arraghey’ journey. I hope you continue on your journey, and you arrive at your destination. Although retirement beckons for me, I expect I will receive a “postcard” very soon from your destination telling me you got there, and it is a good place.
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Please note all the words in the following document belong to Jimmy J. Alan None of the words in this document can be reproduced without the express permission of the author JIMMYJALANBOOK@GMAIL.COM OR FIND ME ON FACEBOOK.


This is the story of the author’s early life, from his birth to the birth of his first child at the age of 21. Although a lot of the details are from his own memory, a lot of facts are corroborated from official documents that have been sourced under the Freedom of Information 2000, also from subject access report documents, all records are covered under the data protection act 2018 other facts come from his own medical history and records, and general practitioners’ and psychiatric records. Also, welfare reports and police files. Other facts come from the memories of a few family members.


All the words are true and fact-based.


It’s a story of a lost childhood; one that should not have been allowed to happen. He was starved, beaten – abused in every way possible. He suffered from a lot of health issues, both physical and mental. He was misunderstood by everyone who had a position of authority over the different aspects of his life. He has never had any real counselling for any of the abuse he has endured to date, although is now on a waiting list.


He has written this as a way of trying to remove some of the trauma that has been in his head for 60-plus years. It’s also a love story, documenting the lengths to which he went to keep alive his love for a girl, a love that has haunted him for over 40 years.


He takes you on a journey from being born in a back-to-back slum, to the hope of a new life by the sea. Through the squalor and filth, neglect, beatings and near-starvation; the embarrassment of living like that; the negative school life, through to an insight into the trauma of being in a children’s home; his homelessness, and an insight into a life in different institutions. His final journey takes you through his life in a mental hospital; his life at Her Majesty’s pleasure, and the start of his adulthood. 


In the end, he managed to survive all the bad things that were thrown at him by people who should have loved and nurtured him.


		

	

		

I’M SURPRISED I’M STILL ALIVE


Hello, reader. My name is Jimmy J. Alan. Now that I have reached my 60s, I have started to question more and more about what and who made me into the man I became. Although I never realised it at the time (because I lived it) my life was not normal, to say the least. My story starts with my birth in 1961 and finishes in 1983 with the birth of my first child.
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BIRTH AND SLUMS


I was born in mid-December, 1961. The weather was very cold, with a heavy frost on the ground. I was born in one of the two bedrooms of a back-to-back, rundown tenement property in a slum area of Birmingham. My mum had gone into labour early and she couldn’t make it to the maternity hospital (as she had with the previous three births), so a midwife was called and my father was told to assist by getting hot water in a bowl and clean towels for the newborn. My mum said he came into the room holding his arm outstretched and his head turned away whilst passing the towel to the midwife, so he wouldn’t even look at what he had created: me. 


I was the fourth child of what would become a nine-child family, and the only one to be born at home, so I was different from all the others. I have always felt different; I don’t know why, I just do. 


The older children were my oldest brother Adam, born in 1957, an older sister, Eva, born in 1959, and another brother, Charlie, born in 1960. The slum area I was born into was earmarked for demolition soon after I was born, as it was part of the slum clearance plan to regenerate Birmingham. From what I was told, from the upstairs rooms you could see the football stadium.


The house was a typical slum tenement of the era: no bathroom, just a tin bath hung up outside; a shared outside toilet across the courtyard. The clothes washing would be done usually outside, all by hand, and put through a mangle before being hung onto the shared washing lines strung across the courtyard. The whole area was dark and dingy, running with rats and all sorts of creatures crawling all over everything. Nothing was private about the place; everywhere you turned you were surrounded by low-class families all looking the same: dirty, smelly, drunk, dressed in rags, all the kids dirty, underfed, crawling with lice and screaming their heads off. The air would be thick with soot, smoke and smog from the chimneys and the vehicles travelling up and down the busy road just outside the front of the properties. Also, smoke from the trains passing nearby on the railway lines. Smoke would be billowing out of the factories’ tall chimneys nearby to add to the mix of choking air that we breathed in.


The property that my parents had would have had no heating or electric supply (gas would be used for light and cooking) so not a great start to any kid’s life. I’ve seen video footage and photographs of this area from that era that I was born into, and it all looked so Victorian. You wouldn’t have thought that it was the 1960s, the decade of love, peace and freedom, as well as cultural change. This didn’t quite reach all the slum areas of the United Kingdom. The people who lived in these areas were too busy trying to survive day to day, to keep their children and themselves alive, not put flowers in their hair. The only thing the tenants had in their hair in those areas was lice!


The people that lived in these areas were the lowest in society, just getting by on their wits and whatever they could get from charities, from the churches, or from theft. This area that I was born in was where the Peaky Blinders would operate from at the turn of the century. (The tenements would be the same ones that some of them would have lived in.) The area had not changed since the Victorian era, and the people’s lives had not changed much either. It seems unreal that in the 1960s these places still existed and were still being lived in, the exact same way that the Victorians had. So, the start to my life was not the greatest and it would be 61 years before I returned to the same road in which I was born.
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PARENTS’ EARLY LIVES


My mum was born in 1936 to an ordinary family, I suppose, so when I came along she would have been about 25. My father was born in 1926 to a low-class, single parent, and he would have been about 35 when I came into his world.


Mum came from a small fishing village, and she had a bit of a strange start to her life. Her dad was a seaman and her mother was a stay-at-home mother with two daughters to look after.


My grandmother’s early life was a tough one, too. Her father was killed when she was an infant whilst he was serving on HMS Goliath during World War One, and her mother was an alcoholic who led a chaotic lifestyle. Then, sometime in the late ’30s just before the outbreak of World War Two she, for some unknown reason, left the family home with Mum and travelled to a remote village miles away in the middle of nowhere and just left Mum with some random family. Getting to those places was not easy in those days, so it’s a mystery how she got there as she didn’t drive. She must have had help from someone. The family Mum was left with had no connection to Mum’s family.


She then disappeared out of her daughters’ lives, and the next time she was heard of was years later after the girls had grown up. She had remarried, had three further children, and lived in York. We don’t know why she made that decision, but it must have been awful for the children she left behind. It was about a year later that Mum was found by a family friend and brought back home to her dad and older sister. This would have been about 1938 or ’39. Mum said it took her a while to readjust to home life again, but with the help of her older sister and extended family (mainly her gran), she had a nice upbringing. She did well at school, was good at athletics, and always had good reports.


When she left school in the early 1950s, work in the village, and even in the biggest town, was scarce, so Mum and a few friends decided to head off to the big city of Birmingham where work prospects were better. She soon found work in Woolworths, then later in the B.S.A. (British Small Arms) factory working on the motorbikes’ production line. She said she loved working there.


I think she met my father around 1956.


He was married with a baby when they met, and he must have been in the later stages of divorcing his first wife. Mum said she was mesmerised by this worldly-wise wide-boy. He had been in the navy during World War Two but we heard years later from someone who served on the same ship as him that he spent more time in prison than on board ship (for fighting while drunk, which sounded right).


His early life was tough, with not much love and care from his single mother, I would guess. From some accounts I have read, he spent time in a workhouse orphanage, but a lot of people did in those days. He was also cared for by his aunts and uncles who tended to spoil him, probably to get him to behave. His mother was unable to look after him and, being a single parent in those days, was always looked upon with disgust. She just seemed to leave him with whoever she could con to look after him while she lived her single life. At some stage she went on to marry and have two further children, but he was surplus to her requirements and she and her new family moved away to start a new life together without ‘old baggage’.


He was left to be brought up by relatives. He probably felt bitter and angry towards his mother, and his bitterness and anger stayed with him all through his life as he took it out on everyone he was supposed to love, care for and protect.


He was born a bastard and lived his whole life as one.


Mum said that they met in a pub playing dominoes one night, and he must have charmed her – this young naive girl from the sticks. They started dating and he was good to her while he was trying to get what he wanted. Mum of course ended up pregnant, so then they had to get married. No big day, just the registry office. I have a copy of their marriage certificate and it was strange to see that he put his Uncle Bob down as his father. Maybe to save himself the embarrassment of not knowing who his real father was? He just grabbed a couple of strangers off the street to act as witnesses, and that was it.


When my parents married in March 1958 They already had one baby my oldest brother Adam, and another one on the way by now but I don’t know why Mum stayed with him because as soon as they stepped out of the registry office, he just said he was going to the pub! He never returned to the home until the next day.


During my search for information about what was happening with my parents at that time, I was left with more questions than answers. Mum always said that he had her kind of trapped, and living in constant fear of him, but I received some information that didn’t add up. It appeared Mum had visited her home village in 1958 with her first born in the summertime and on her own, so why did she return to him?


The world in which they inhabited must have been a major culture shock to Mum, coming as she had from a small village where everyone knew everyone. Here, you were just a stranger to everyone, even your next-door neighbour. Everyone was treated with suspicion; she didn’t know who she could trust. For the first time in her life she heard different languages, saw different races and colours. Coming from a small village, she had never seen anyone of a different colour. So there she was in a strange place with one infant and another one on the way, and a new husband who was very shifty in his comings and goings. I would have thought that was a sign of how things were going to be for her life so I’m at a loss as to why she stayed.


The beatings started soon after they married, and always after he had been drinking. She wasn’t allowed to ask him where he was going or when he would be back home. He couldn’t hold down a job for long; he seemed to prefer to go out and steal whatever he could. One of his thefts would be from The Royal Mail bags left overnight on the railway station. He would go through it and steal any cash and postal orders – anything he could easily sell on. He never did this to shelter, clothe and feed his growing family. It was for his booze and cigarettes and womanising.


Mum would do whatever work she could to provide for the kids even when heavily pregnant. Someone had to make sure that some food was on the table for the children. As their marriage went on, he became more and more violent towards her. Then the kids started to feel his wrath if they woke him from his siesta, which he had so he was fresh for the next booze binge or robbery outing. Mum would say that if he was woken up by the play noise or crying baby’s noise, either she would get the beating or the kids would. He just did not have any empathy or sympathy for anyone or anything other than himself. A total narcissist.


In 1961, Mum’s dad had passed away in the middle of the year and, pregnant with me, she and the two younger children Eva and Charlie went to her family’s village for the funeral. The old man was left with the oldest, Adam. Years later, Mum said that he wouldn’t let her take all the kids to ensure that she came back, so Adam was used as an insurance policy, Mum did return because she had no choice, she said. While Mum was away at the funeral, the old man would just carry on with his drinking and thieving lifestyle, and his womanising. Adam would get left with any of the neighbours from the tenements. He would also ask one of Mum’s old friends (who had come with her originally for work) to ‘babysit’, but it was just an excuse to carry on a secret affair while Mum was away. That only came to light after Adam let slip that aunty so and so had been around to look after him all night!


Mum said that although he was an out and out racist, it didn’t stop him from paying regular visits to a local ‘lady of the night’ who went by the name of The Black Widow. With all the knowledge Mum had of the old man, I struggle to understand why she stayed with him. He was a low-class, dirty, uneducated scumbag who was just an oxygen thief. In her teens, Mum was courted by some much cleaner, honest, employed lads, and of a better class, from her home village. Maybe she wanted some excitement in her life instead of a boring safe life?


I’m not sure of the reasons why they made the decision to up sticks and move to Mum’s birthplace. More than likely it was to run away and hide from the debtors or, more probably, from the law.
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MENINGITIS COTTAGE


With the arrival of 1962, and me in late 1961, the family moved into a small farmhouse cottage just on the outskirts of the village. It was a small space for a family of six, but I suppose a roof over your head, no matter how small, is better than none.


The cottage was basically a two-up-two-down, with stone floors downstairs and bare boards upstairs; one farmhouse sink in the kitchen with a cold tap, and an open fireplace that was used for your heat and cooking. The living room would have been small, with an open fire, whitewash to the walls, and open beams to the low ceilings. The windows throughout were small, single-glazed and wooden framed. Upstairs would have been split into two bedrooms, one slightly bigger than the other. The toilet was outside – no bathroom, just a tin bath that hung on a hook in the kitchen. The outside space was an enclosed small yard at the rear, and to the front a largeish space that used to be a chicken run, enclosed by a four-foot wall. The furniture would have been second-hand basic stuff given by Mum’s family and charities. Dogs were now part of the family – hunting dogs, mainly springers, I think.


This place must have been like paradise to us kids, the beach literally five minutes’ walk away. The area was surrounded by open fields, freshwater streams, and a few small forests. We had probably never seen real trees or grass, or dipped our toes into the freezing cold sea. The air was clean and fresh. We would have been able to breathe properly for the first time in our young lives. Mum would have taken us to see, feel and smell cows and sheep in the farmers’ fields. It could have been an ideal restart for the family, but the old man always had his way of doing things, and never the legal or honest way.


While we were living in this cottage, my sister Eva contracted meningitis. According to my oldest brother’s recollection they were outside playing in the front yard when she just collapsed. He said that he got a good hiding because he should have looked after her better! The doctor’s mansion was just around the corner, luckily enough, and he got her to hospital. It was touch and go for a while but she pulled through, although she has been affected as a result of the meningitis. Her growth was stunted both physically and mentally, but she never let it hold her back.


I was placed in the children’s home for the first time in early 1963. I have no idea why, a sort of record was shown to me that was just a handwritten note from the children’s home, the real records have been lost I have been told, I was only in for a few days.


As well as Eva’s health issues, 1963 saw the arrival of another baby, a boy called Ricky. It would be the first of three times that I was placed into that hateful place. The first time was only for three days. The record just stated: mother in hospital. No other reason. With Ricky’s arrival, it made an overcrowded cottage even more overcrowded and unhealthy.


My father would not have been working because he was a shirker all his life. Mum would be out working, doing small menial jobs like cleaning for some of the rich people around the village to try to make ends meet. This would have been done for cash. They probably got about £6 per week unemployment benefit and family allowance, combined. It was probably enough – just – to pay rent and to feed the family. It wasn’t enough to have luxuries, like cigarettes and booze, but the old man always made sure he never went short of his fags and booze. This was the shape of things to come for me and my siblings – just about on the borderline of starvation throughout our childhood.


My mum would have had her name on the local housing authority’s waiting list. Her family were all still living in the village (also living in the local authority’s housing), so with the local and family connections in the village, the authority must have thought that the family was a safe bet, given the rest of the family’s good reputation. But they never reckoned on the father’s reputation. That was an unknown quantity to them at that time because of his being a new resident in the village. It didn’t take them long to find out what he was like.


They must have got a tenancy that year, or early the next.
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NEW HOME


I think that we must have moved into the village around 1963 or ’64, into what was going to become the family’s long-term ‘home’.


The house was a three-bedroomed, semi-detached property in an avenue of about 30 properties all the same. The layout: an outer front door and an internal door, both wooden, a hallway about 6ft long and about 3ft wide. A front living room leading off to the left, about 20ft by 20ft, with a large window facing out into the street; an open fireplace to the party wall with an alcove to both sides. From the hallway the stairs were to the right; a small window at the bottom of the stairs and a small alcove with three coat hook boards attached to three walls. Straight ahead, looking towards the back of the house, was a door leading into the kitchen. To the right of the door was another small door leading to the under stairs cupboard housing the gas and electric meters. Next to that door was a full-size door into a pantry with a very small window at the back. Next to the pantry was a Belfast sink with a bare wooden draining board to each side. I think that there may have been some shelving on the wall on the right-hand side. A large(ish) window was above the sink area, a curtain thing hiding the underneath of the sink. The gable wall end of the kitchen was where the cooker stood, with a shelf above. To the left of the cooker was a door leading out into a coalhouse and washhouse. The back door was also to the left in the flat, concrete-roofed, single-skinned extension. To the left side of the kitchen were a few shelves on the wall, set up high. On the same wall was the door leading into the back room. It was about 20ft by 18ft. A large cast-iron fireplace had a round grate plate that would swing over the flames to boil a kettle or cook a pan of food on. On the right side was a small flat area, and next to this was a double oven – a biggish one below and a smaller one above. It was topped off with a mantelpiece. The whole thing took up the whole of the chimney breast wall; two small alcoves to the sides. The gable wall had a largish window in it. All the floors were wooden apart from the kitchen and washhouse.


Upstairs at the top, a landing with a window to the right, and two doors straight ahead. The first one led to the toilet. The room was about 5ft long and about 3ft wide. The cistern was one of the old high level operated-by-a-chain type; a small window was at the back of the room. Next door was the bathroom – about 6ft by 6ft – with a cast-iron bath and a ceramic basin, and a two-pane window above the basin. Outside the bathroom was the airing cupboard housing the hot water cylinder and slatted shelving. The landing was about 14ft long and about 3ft wide. A 3ft-high wall ran the length of the landing on the left. The first door on the right was to the back bedroom. It was about 18ft by 18ft. A small open fireplace was in the middle of the party wall on the chimney breast; an alcove was to both sides of the breast wall, and a three-pane window was set up high to the rear gable wall. The next door to the left led into the main front bedroom. It was about 18ft by 20ft. No fireplace was in this room but the flue from the living room fire came up through the left-side party wall, leaving a small alcove to the left and a larger one to the right. A three-pane window was set high up to the front. The last door was at the end of the landing. It opened into the box room. This was about 8ft by 8ft with a two-pane window set high to the front. An enclosed boxing with a wooden fixed top was to the left of the door. It stood about 2½ft tall, and shortened the room on that side by about 2ft. All the windows were wooden framed, single pane glass.


Outside, the front garden was split in two by the path leading up to the front door. There was a hedge separating the next door properties on both sides. A path led you to the back garden. It was a good size. A 3ft-high wall separated the properties on either side, and we had a small tree growing near the back door. A 6ft wall ran across the back, which was where the private properties were.


The family moved into the house, and it was furnished with whatever was given to them by charities and Mum’s family or friends. The flooring was lino with a square of rug in the middle of the floor. The decoration would have been nice, and the house would have been clean, but not for long.
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MORE BABIES AND BEATINGS


Over the next few years Mum had a few miscarriages. She told me that the old man would not let her go on the new contraceptive pill because he didn’t believe in it. She had no say in the matter, she said, and he wouldn’t use contraception himself either. Another selfish act by him. 


In 1966 another baby, a boy called Patty, was born. Around this time I was again placed into the children’s home. This again was something that I just found out about quite recently. On that occasion I was in there for about a month; the only reason written down: mother convalescing. That was it. I will return to this subject later in my story.


Now the house was starting to get overcrowded because this made six children and two adults, and now numerous dogs and cats were in the mix with us too – all in a house that was probably only meant to house three or four children, maximum. It was very overcrowded and dirty all the time. We had to sleep three or four to a bed. Only our sister had a room and bed to herself. We didn’t have proper bedding – no sheets, blankets or pillows – just old coats for blankets and folded clothes for pillows. The mattress was always piss-soaked and wet through, and because one of the brothers had no control over his bowels, shit was usually smeared there too. The mattress would sometimes get turned over to try to dry it out a bit, but this could only be done a few times because the mattress was so rotten with piss and shit that it had a hole in the middle. This would just get stuffed with old coats or clothes, and when they got too piss and shit-soaked, they were just changed with more old coats and clothes. To be totally honest, it was not the best start in life for any of us kids, and not a home in which I would have liked my children to grow up in.


I still can’t get my head around how we were allowed to live like that for so long, not only primarily by our parents, but by the relevant authorities that, as I found out much later in my life, knew exactly what was going on in that house – from very early on in the 1960s – and did nothing in real terms to help the children. We should not have been allowed to live like that, no matter what era it was happening in.


1967 saw the arrival of another baby, this time a girl – Mary. At last my older sister had someone to play with or, as it turned out, to look after. Then 1968 came with yet another baby, this time another boy, Henry, and the last one to be born and live in that house. He made it eight children – six boys and two girls all under 11 years of age – then two adults along with dogs (springer spaniels) and also a few cats. The dogs were used for hunting rabbits and breeding to sell on, so there was lots of dog and cat shit and piss to add to the general filth and smell. The cats were always having kittens but these would be drowned in a bucket of water – to start with by the old man, but then he made us do it. We had to, or it would have been our heads in the bucket! When the puppies were born the tails were docked. This was also something that you were shown how to do. Rabbits were often brought into the house soon after the dogs had killed them. These would be beheaded, limbs chopped off, gutted and skinned. Yet another joyful afternoon’s entertainment for us to watch and learn and have a go at. All we really wanted was some toys to play with, or to watch cartoons.


The rabbits were a big part of our poor diet either roasted or chopped up and made into some kind of stew all served up with the cheapest veg – potatoes, turnip and cabbage – probably stolen from the local farmers’ fields. Fish was also plentiful but usually just the ‘coal fish’ line-caught off the pier. A very bony fish and not very tasty or nice to eat but if, like us, you were on the borderline of malnutrition, anything was better than nothing, as was sometimes the case for us.


Something Mum used to make was with Batchelors savoury rice – a packet of dried spicy rice. She would mix other stuff in it to stodge it up a bit. I don’t know how she made it go round us all, but she did. Breakfast time food was interesting. Sometimes you would get porridge made with water and a liberal dash of salt! When the porridge ran out you were given bread and dripping and, for taste, salt! I don’t know what the thing was with salt. Maybe it sterilised everything, I don’t know, but it’s no wonder I developed high blood pressure later in life.


We never had proper crockery – plates, cups, etc. Food would get served in a plastic margarine tub; drinks would get given to you in a jam jar, and as I remember we had a joke ornament that was half a pottery cup with the words well you did ask for half a cup that was used too. The furniture was very old – second-hand, or more like third or fourth-hand. We never had a ‘family’ dinner table (we never had enough chairs, anyway). I can’t remember ever sitting down to eat with the old man, or of him being in the same room as us at meal times. Mind you, he would probably be in the pub anyway.


An example of how badly we were being treated, in the main by our father, and how much the relevant authorities knew 100 per cent what was happening to us at ‘home’, was a document that I have, and the detail is quite chilling. It states that on 4 December 1968 a telephone report had been passed to the Welfare Board from the headmaster of the primary school requesting that they send the welfare officer to the school immediately regarding the Alan children. The welfare officer did come down, and in the presence of the headmaster and the school nurse, all three examined two of the children. They found severe bruising on the children’s buttocks. They asked the boys what had happened to them and they told them:


“Our dad beat us with a cane last Friday night.”


4 December 1968 was a Wednesday, so for six days they had been in pain before anyone noticed anything was wrong with them. The welfare officer asked the boys why they had been beaten. They said:


“On the Friday night Adam had taken a large penknife that belonged to his father and had opened the blade, and then in a threatening manner had pushed it towards a girl.” Both boys had stayed out until 9pm on the Friday night also, and their father had (quote) “spanked them”. When the boys told what had happened, the three ‘wise’ monkeys said:


“If this is true, then they got what they deserved, and we will not take any further action, apart from drawing the father’s attention to the bruising and to warn him not to ‘spank them so hard in future.”


Later that day the welfare officer called at the house and spoke to the old man, who corroborated his sons’ story. Then, to show that he hated doing that sort of discipline, he told the officer: “After I punished the boys I made them some cocoa and a sandwich each before tucking them up in bed.”


This must have satisfied the officer because he just told the old man, “Just don’t punish them so severely in future.” This useless officer wrote up a report for his committee in which he relayed the information above and that he told both parents to clean the place up. He stated: “At the time of my visit the home was, as usual, dilapidated and untidy.” The committee agreed that this family should be kept under observation!


Well, holly-snapping arseholes, Margaret. If you’re going to keep a family ‘under observation’ then the first thing you should do is open your fucking eyes! Just from the ‘report’ it tells you that they knew what was happening to us children in that house. It’s even reported later on in the early New Year that (quote): “The Alan children are still very scruffy.” The wool had been pulled over the authorities’ eyes and they had been lied to by both our parents for years. We were malnourished, scruffy and dirty, very underweight, battered and bruised, scared, lonely, withdrawn, and full of lice – we were like a family that had been transported from a Victorian slum and used as a living history lesson. It’s what it felt like to me, anyway.


We were told what to say by our parents whenever anyone in officialdom asked us any questions. We knew when to keep our mouths shut. It’s a pity that the Welfare Board didn’t come and see the boys the next day because they would have seen the extra bruising on them then. We got beaten just about every day, and it wasn’t the ‘normal’ beating you would get, but properly beaten by him with his cane, his dreaded strap, or his fist and his booted feet. The things that we three older boys had done to us was above and beyond anything ‘normal’.


All the beatings we were getting at home did toughen us up at school. We would get caned by the headmaster, and also the teachers would cane you, usually across the hands. It’s amazing how times change because you’re not even allowed to raise your voice to kids these days, at home or at school.
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FILTH AND SQUALOR


The general state of the house was awful: wallpaper worn, ripped, hanging off the walls; paintwork dirty, chipped and faded; holes in most of the plaster walls either from kicks or punches that had missed you! The floor coverings were either not there, or so worn that they may as well not have been. The stair carpet was so worn and dirty and dusty that you couldn’t tell what colour it was supposed to be anymore.


The soft furnishings were no longer soft – they were dirty with filth and grime – and if you jumped on it you got lost in a cloud of dust. The living room sofa and chair were pulled up as close as he could get them to the fire, so the old man didn’t get too cold while he snored his head off in the daytime. As well as the sofa and chair, the living room had a table in front of the window with one chair at either end. This was the old man’s table. On the back wall was a sideboard – an old dark wooden one with an oval mirror on the back, ornate moulding around the edges – and a couple of central drawers in the front with a small cupboard on either side. In the alcove to the left of the fireplace was a small cupboard where a TV sometimes sat. In the other alcove were just loads of old newspapers and rubbish. The fireplace itself was falling to pieces, full of broken and missing tiles. A mirror hung on the wall above it. The room was lit by an unshaded single bulb in the centre of the ceiling. The window was covered with an old nicotine-stained net curtain, and a very old, tatty, ripped pair of curtains hung in front, held up with nails and string. (All the curtains were similar to these throughout the house).


The kitchen was a sight to behold. The area was not fit to prepare food for animals, let alone humans. The floor was covered in every kind of dirt, caused by both humans and animals. The sink area was full of dirty clothes waiting to be washed (all by hand, of course). Piles of clothes would litter all over the area. Dirty plates, bowls, pots, pans, dog and cat bowls, cutlery, and baby bottles would all be sat in a sink full of dirty water. I can’t remember what was used as washing-up liquid. The water would have been cold, too. The cooker was a gas one to start with then it was replaced with a very old, dangerous electric cooker. Whichever cooker it was, I don’t think it was ever cleaned. The thing was thick with grease and dirt; inside the oven was like the black hole of Calcutta! Animal fur would be stuck to surfaces by the grease. The smell was awful. Flies would be everywhere; fleas would be jumping around, biting you. At first, when we moved into the house, we could use the back room to eat our food on our laps, but as the babies kept coming, this room was given to the girls because there was no other space for them.


The toilet was a disgusting place, even for a toilet. The bowl itself was stained with shit that would have been there probably for years. The inner bowl was a mix of green and brown stains. The walls were absolutely disgusting. The brother who was incontinent, when he made it to the toilet, would wipe his shitty fingers on the walls. One of the reasons for this was because we never had toilet paper. If you were lucky you had newspaper, but he just used his fingers. The toilet seat was broken off and lying at the back of the toilet. When you needed to shit, you had to kind of hover over the bowl. The smell was similar to that of an open sewer; you had to try to hold your breath while you used the toilet. My sister said she too would hover to perform both acts. I really am surprised that none of us kids contracted any number of potentially fatal diseases.


The only one who got anything that could have been a fatal disease was Ricky. In his early teens, he spent months in a specialist hospital to treat his tuberculosis. One of the reasons TB spreads is through your living conditions – overcrowding, dirty conditions – both of which we were living in all the time throughout our childhood.


I do remember being able to get a bath, although being the fourth in line the bath water was pretty dirty and cold, and the towel, if there was one, was soaking wet and dirty. We never had our own toothbrush or toothpaste. The same brush was used by all of us, and probably for Mum’s false teeth too! The baths stopped when the back boiler burst so no more hot water for a few years. The council never put in an emersion heater or changed the back boiler because tradesmen refused to work in the house. I don’t blame them.


The washhouse and coalhouse were crammed from floor to ceiling with rubbish – literally. You couldn’t open the coalhouse door without bags of rubbish or old clothes falling onto you, and the smell was indescribable, coming from whatever was rotting away in there. We didn’t have toys really, just a few second-hand broken ones. We never had them bought new. For us, they would come from jumble sales, the local tip, or stolen from school or off other kids. The bonfire was a good place to get toys, also the bonfire was a good place to get clothes, we used to find some plastic toys washed up on the beaches too. We used to make our own toys out of cut-out figures from comics or books. My oldest brother was good at making cardboard models of tanks and trucks. Most of our ‘toys’ would be war related. We would play games together as well, again usually war related. One night, we were playing hide and seek in our bedroom (not a lot of places we could hide in a small space). I hid on the windowsill behind the curtain that was nailed over the window. My brother of course saw where I was and went to grab me and say, “Got ya!” Unfortunately, as he tried to grab me, I fell backwards into the window, but the latch was broken and I fell backwards out of the first-floor window and landed on my hands and knees onto the soil/grass area by the back door. Luckily for me I missed, by a matter of inches, the concrete path that was just outside the back door. The doctor was fetched and I was just laid on the old man’s table. The doctor just pulled my arms and legs up and down a few times and said, “Yes, he will be OK. Nothing’s broken – a few bumps and bruises – but he will be fine.” That was it.


For his pains, my brother got a good hiding, and all because we were playing, like kids do. At night we would try to tell each other stories that we had read in a comic or book. These would be Superman and Batman usually. We enjoyed doing this until the old man shouted up to us: “Shut fuckin’ up and go to sleep, you little bastards.”


No big fuss was made over birthdays – no cards, no presents to unwrap, no party to which to invite your friends, no cake with candles to blow out and make a wish (let me be somewhere else, please). If you were lucky you may have got a second-hand book. Birthdays were different depending on when in the year you were born. As I was born in mid-December and close to Christmas I was told for many years that I was born on Christmas day so I didn’t need two separate presents, even though I never got any anyway. Christmas was generally not a happy time. We never got proper presents. I can remember we would get a wrapped book with the words Book boy aged 9 (or whatever your age would be) from a charity. I felt like a nobody, anyway. One book I remember getting was Robinson Crusoe. Some neighbours were kind to us at Christmas, giving us a bag of fruit, and a tin of biscuits.


One of the neighbours would also sometimes feed you from her back door so no one could see you being given their scraps. Sometimes we would be so hungry that we had to resort to picking stuff out of bins and eat whatever we could find. I can remember breaking into a workman’s hut and finding some ham and cheese sandwiches wrapped up in greaseproof wrapping paper that you used to get your sliced loaf in. The sandwiches were curled up and quite stale, but I was starving that day. I wouldn’t say I enjoyed them but it kept the hunger pangs away for a while. At times, thirst would get to you, and I was speaking to one of my brothers recently who reminded me of the times when we were so thirsty that we would drink out of muddy pools. We perfected it after a while so we didn’t drink too much mud from the bottom of the pool. We really were virtually just another animal. The only difference between us and the other animals was we were able to speak.


When I was at school I would lie about what I had got for birthdays or Christmas. It was kind of sad, but as a child I didn’t want to feel left out. The lie would get caught out when asked to bring a certain thing in to show the other kids, so when other kids were bringing in toys, I would be bringing in a book. It’s really sad for me to recall just how piss-poor we kids were when we were growing up, and the cruelty of the other kids towards us, like it was our fault.


The television, or lack of one, was always an issue for us. This was in an era of two, then three, channels so not a great deal of choice for kids anyway, and it would be a black and white set. (Only rich people had colour televisions back then.) These televisions were big, heavy things with small screens. They were made of varnished wood and glass, and you used to get some heat coming off the back of them. We had televisions that were rented – I think by the week – and because the money had been spent on the old man’s essentials (cigarettes and booze) these were forever being taken back until the arrears had been paid back and a month’s rent in advance was paid. It would depend if the electric bill had been paid as to whether we had been cut off again. We got used to using candles to read by, and sometimes we would have paraffin-fuelled hurricane lamps that were very smoky and dangerous, but you got a bit of heat off them if you got your hands near the glass. We were only allowed to watch television (when we had one) when the old man let you, and it would be his choice only. I think we watched every episode of The World at War. Sometimes we got to watch Colditz the series, and any other war-related program or film that was on, or a cowboy film. Not a lot of variety for us kids. If the old man wanted to go to bed early to watch television, Mum had to carry the heavy thing upstairs, even if she was pregnant. He was a gentleman through and through – not.


In this era, kids could buy cigarettes and booze from the shops as long as you had a note from your parent. We would get sent down to the local pub to buy the old man his ‘essentials’ of booze and cigarettes. We didn’t mind this because the landlord was a nice man, and some of the locals would buy you a bag of crisps. We also used to bring empty pop bottles down to the pub because you would get money back on them (recycling is not a modern thing). We kids had a good scam doing this: the landlord would take the bottles off you, give you the money, and off you would go, happy. He would put the empty bottles out in the backyard, and because the door wasn’t locked in the daytime, we knew when we could nip into the yard and take the bottles back home, then leave it for a few days and go and cash them back in. This did go on for quite a while. Years later I did confess to the landlord what I used to do.


He just looked at me with a grin on his face and said, “Did you really think that I didn’t know what you buggers were doing? Did you never wonder why the yard was never locked?”


We had a good laugh. 


Some people did their bit to help us, no matter how small the gesture was.


Not all my memories of childhood are sad. We did have some fun at times, just none of them involved the old man – ever. Some things we used to do are listed here:


We buried a mattress once in the back garden. We never buried it very deep – about a foot deep, maybe – so every time you walked over it you had a real spring in your step!


Regattas were a big part of the summer, and it was always a free, fun few weeks. The town hall used to put on discos and live pop bands. These were great especially for my older sister who loved to dance, and she could move too. I remember her trying to teach me to dance. I just have no rhythm no matter how hard I try.


My best friend Bill, when I was about eight or nine, decided that it was about time I learned to ride a bike. He had a bike he said I could have if I learned to ride. He said, “Right, OK, I’ll teach you.” We went onto the local golf course and he chose a flattish part with a small hill at the end of the fairway. I sat on the bike and my mate started to push me along, getting faster and faster as we went along. He kept telling me to peddle. To be honest, I was just holding on for dear life. The hill was getting closer rapidly, then he let go of the bike. For a few seconds I didn’t realise he was no longer pushing me. As I took a quick look back I started to wobble about.


“Just keep peddling, Jimmy,” I heard my mate shout.


I shouted back to him, “Where’s the brake? How do I stop?” then aaaaahhh over the top of the hill I went, and for a few seconds I was airborne, but I soon came down with a crash and a bounce. Then I was summersaulting down this hill, gripping on to the handle bars until the front wheel buckled and stopped dead in the manicured grass. The sudden stop jolted me forward and I took my hands off the handle bars to protect myself from the inevitable head-first thump into the ground. As I left the bike, my groin came into contact with the T-piece of the handle bars. I thought my balls had been ripped off. I came down with a bump, kind of doing a head-over-heels, rolling down the rest of the hill until I came to a rest at the foot of the hill. My mate came running down the hill towards me and as he reached me I was lying curled up in a ball, groaning loudly.


My mate knelt down next to me and said, “Are you OK, Jimmy?”


I groaned a bit more and opened my eyes slowly, then I tentatively looked towards my groin expecting to see blood, but with a sigh of relief I saw none. Then I had a quick look down my shorts just to make sure everything was there.


My mate said to me, “Why didn’t you use the brakes?”


“Because I didn’t know where they were,” I replied.


He said, “I thought everyone knew where the brakes were on a bike.”


“Well, I bloody didn’t, did I?” I complained. I checked myself over and we were both surprised I was relatively OK – a few bumps and bruises, and grass stains. We looked over to where the bike now lay. It was bent and twisted out of shape.


My mate looked at me and said, “You can still have it if you want.”


We both just rolled about in fits of laughter.


If only all my memories were happy ones. But I suppose I wouldn’t have anything to write about if they were.
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REALISING WE WEREN’T A NORMAL FAMILY


If the old man wanted to go to bed early then everyone had to go. It didn’t matter if it was 5pm, we all had to go, and couldn’t make a sound and disturb him, because you would just get a good hiding.


He still couldn’t hold down a job for long – a few weeks at a time, maybe. He would end up getting sacked for being drunk or not turning up for work. He was unskilled and would just be digging holes or laying tarmac.


I can’t remember seeing him in the mornings before we went to school. It was always mum who saw you out the door.


Every Sunday morning we were sent to Sunday school, dressed in our finest rags. I just didn’t get religion then, and still don’t. On the Sunday afternoons we older boys had to go down to the beach to pick up driftwood for the fire. The oldest sister would be sent out with the younger ones in the company of a family friend to the play park for a few hours, but we boys just had to do our ‘job’. Some days you had to travel miles over rocks to get your sack full, then carry the thing back. We would put old rubber-soled shoes and bits of plastic in because it all burned. If you didn’t get anything you got a good hiding. We had to do this no matter what the weather was doing – raining, snowing, freezing cold or a howling gale – we had to do it. We think that we had to be out of the house so that the parents could have sex. We were sent out with no food, apart from ‘breakfast’ bread and dripping – with salt! We never knew if we would eat that day, either.


It’s amazing how we did manage to survive the deprivation of our childhood. It still haunts me that we were allowed to be treated that way, even though the authorities knew what was happening to us from day one. It makes me feel like we were some kind experiment.


Staying warm in the winter was a real challenge in that house. The only heat was from the open fires downstairs. Only one would be lit at a time because of the lack of fire fuel. We never had bags of coal. Sometimes there would be a bag of ‘slack’ coal dust that would be dampened down and put on top of the fire to make the wood burn for longer. The slack could also be dampened and packed into an old milk carton and made into a brick to burn. To keep warm in bed we would fill an old pop bottle with hot water to use as a hot water bottle. It used to work as long as you never put boiling water in because the bottle would crack. One of the cats or dogs was a good substitute, though.


When the house got to capacity with kids, the bedrooms had to be sorted out. The two girls were put in the downstairs back room; three of us older boys in the front room; the younger boys in the back bedroom, with the parents in the box room. My oldest brother had a bed to himself and I had to share with the other brother. The youngest boy was in a cot in the back bedroom and the other brothers shared a bed. At least we had a little more space now. The rooms were still crammed with old what were once clothes, in bags. I don’t know why they just didn’t throw stuff away!


Maybe you are starting to get an idea of how bad the living conditions were for us children. At least you can’t smell a description, so you are spared that ‘delight’. We couldn’t escape the smell because it kind of clung to you, and it was ingrained into your skin as well as your clothes. It was just really sad to have had to go through that.


As we grew older we became more aware of how bad our living conditions were, and realised that it was not normal, so school was a nightmare just about every day, from day one right through to leaving high school. I hated it, but had to go. The only plus with going to school was at least you got fed every day you were there. In primary school we got free milk in the morning. It took away the taste of bread and dripping. Dinners were great no matter what was being served up. I would be first in the queue for seconds. I remember an older boy gave me his dinner because he didn’t like it and just sat there watching me wolf it down. When I had finished, he said, “Amazing! I really don’t know where you put it.”
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