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Preface





This book is not the story of my life, in the biographical sense; instead I wish to simply share my experiences and feelings with others with the hope that their lives may be somewhat enriched by my words. It is written entirely from memory.


 


Much of my success in life I owe to my wife and certainly others of whom you will read.


 


I owe thanks to my daughter, without whom this book would not have been written.

















Chapter 1





The school had been built in 1812. The building was red brick with a slate roof and was rather squat; it was situated between a high church wall and the busy main road. It was a Church of England school and placed near the parish church. The interior was dominated by three huge fireplaces, which in winter were piled high with coals. A large folding screen was used to divide the building into two rooms. There were two playgrounds: one on one side, and another the other side. The smaller one on the north side had a fenced off portion which was a shrubbery.


This, a decade before, had been the village pound. The pound keeper, Isaac George, had walked from Upton on Severn in search of work. When he reached Handsworth he was given a cottage and the job of pound keeper for five pounds a year. He afterwards became the village blacksmith and learnt to ring the church bells.


Pupils were taken up to the age of seven, when they were transferred to a senior school. On my fifth birthday or thereabouts, in 1921, my mother took me to the school. I was taken to this school because my father and other children in his family had been pupils there in days gone by. I remember being taken into a large room where behind an enormous table sat a plump middle-aged lady known as Miss Andrews, who after a few words with my mother led me into an adjoining room. I was made to sit at a small desk with other children. A Miss Jones, a tall thin maiden lady, was in charge. I was told I was in the babies’ class, and was given a slate and slate pencil and left there to draw with that very elementary equipment.


I remember the next day these were removed and I was given a sheet of paper and a pencil. Next, I remember some days later the head mistress Miss Andrews stood at the entrance to the room and shouted in a loud voice, “Form up, all those going to church.” Ten or so children in pairs held hands and formed a queue. I do not know why but for some quite unknown reason I left my seat and joined at the end of the queue.


It was a mixed school so I probably held the hand of a little girl. Then I remember being marched in the morning sunlight down the road to the church. Unusually on this occasion the entrance to the church was by a small side door. Inside was a steep step down into semi darkness. The Head Mistress stood inside the door to ensure the careful entrance of each child. I arrived the last in the queue.


I shall never forget to this day the look of astonishment on her face when she saw me; her large eyes seemed to bulge with a stare, and in a loud voice she cried, “What on earth are you doing here?” I felt petrified and remember it to this day. Unusually small due to under nourishment, feeling weak and frightened, I could not speak. She must have seen before her a small and frightened, child; these were the days that children “should be seen and not heard”.


All seemed still for a short time, then suddenly her whole face softened and she said, in a soft gentle voice, “Well, you are here and had better come in.” She clasped my hand; thus did the hand of a good lady lead a small frightened child of God into the church of God.


Miss Andrews was a fine Christian woman and she taught us how to pray. At four o’clock (going home time), she called us all together for prayers. “Stand perfectly still, hands together, eyes closed.” We learnt the Lord’s Prayer line by line, repeating after her. Then she said the beautiful prayer, “Lighten our darkness we beseech thee oh Lord,” … finally the words of the Grace. The busy main road lay outside the school, so she saw every child across the road safely.


When I was six years old, I went to the family Christmas party at my Granny’s (my mother’s mother) and her son-in-law, my Uncle Len. After tea he produced a crystal set and with much trouble tuned it into a London wireless station. He then announced the Archbishop of Canterbury – the first broadcast of its nature. Everyone had a chance to listen with the earphones. I listened for half a minute. The voice was faint and faraway but I could make out a word or two. Afterwards I was asked to recite, “Do No Sinful Action,” but later I had to recite the dreadful poem about a small boy’s guilt, “Who Stole the Bird’s Nest”.


Some six months later, when I was seven, my Grandmother took me to the cemetery at Handsworth as she wished to put flowers on her daughter’s grave.


Aunty Dolly, as she was known, died tragically after an accident at the age of twenty-two. It seems that she was hit in the ear by a snowball, which developed into meningitis. She was regarded as a saintly person. Having placed the flowers on the grave, my grandmother turned to walk away and said, “Goodbye, my wench.” Childlike, I asked, “Why did you say that, Granny?” and she replied, “Well, she was my wench.” Her face looked pale, drawn and unbearably sad. Eventually I returned home and told my Mother about this. She told me that Aunt Dolly’s funeral procession passed men gathering in the harvest and she and others thought how God had gathered in the harvest with her beautiful soul. She also told of how when she had returned from the funeral, she was broken-hearted and the vicar went in to comfort her. As the vicar departed, the gas man came in to empty the meter. He realised the situation and turning to my grandmother, he said in the kindliest voice, “Remember there are The Everlasting Arms.” This unknown stranger brought her great comfort. At a very early age, I had suddenly become acquainted with very great sadness. I knew what it was to look at the face of the broken-hearted.


I was the eldest of the three brothers; my two younger brothers were weak in their early years and somehow they became neglected by the extended family. I found myself regarded with favour, although I felt this was unjust towards my siblings and felt angry at the attitude of others. I had begun to realise that life could be very unfair. I was to discover it could also be very cruel, as further events would show.


It was an afternoon when I was eight years old, sitting at my desk as a member of class standard 3. When the door of the classroom opened for afternoon lessons, the tall figure of the Head Master appeared. He strode across the room to a desk occupied by a small crippled boy who had an iron on his leg. (We knew him affectionately as pudding rice.) He stopped at the boy’s desk, and ordered the children around out of their desks. He asked the boy, “Did your parents send you to school this morning?” Yes, said the small boy. “And did you come?” asked the Head Master. “No,” said the boy; at this, the Head Master pulled the boy over the desk and severely thrashed him with a cane. The boy screamed in agony. The Head Master not being deterred by the boy’s screams, the thrashing continued. When it stopped I saw a quivering body and heard the sound of long heart-rending sobs. It was a spectacle: as young as I was, I would never forget. The classroom teacher was quite impassive to this happening. The Head Teacher had to pass my desk to leave the room; as he passed I sat bolt upright and stared into his face. He went deep red and went out.


So was the unforgettable thrashing of pudding rice.


Weeks later an older boy, for a truly bad misdemeanour, was called out of class at assembly and severely flogged by the same Head Master. The flogging was most severe down his back and legs with the maximum force of the cane. The boy did not shout or cry but towards the end a cry like a wounded animal escaped from his lips. Some hours later in the playground the boy was surrounded by his peers. He was their hero. He became the school bully, and during World War II was an army deserter.


The Head Master, shortly after these events, was to be promoted and given a brand new school in another part of the city. Appreciation of his works was written in the parish magazine, distinguishing him as a builder of good character.


Nemesis, however, was waiting: he shortly afterwards died of cancer of the throat. Much was made of it and sympathy expressed. I felt no pity for him. I could still remember the sobs of poor pudding rice.


In regard to corporal punishment there are those that say it never did them any harm, they should be grateful to God for their powers of endurance. However, they were not small, weak, crippled little children, as was the case of pudding rice. He was one among three or four little children and was loved in his vulnerability; his suffering was our suffering. Quite simply we all loved him.


There was a senior class teacher, a Mr. George, who followed the same teaching examples as the Head Teacher. One day my young brother came home from school and hid his hand under the tablecloth. My Mother, however, saw it.


“Who did this?” Mr. George, he said. “Right,” she said, “I will deal with this.” She stopped serving dinner, the pinafore was removed and she left the room with haste. She returned later saying she had dealt with it.


My Mother had a vicious Irish temper and when roused her eyes spat fire. Her voice was as unfriendly and destructive as a naval Broadside.


Some ten years later, as a young man, I happened to bump into Mr. George in his retirement. He bumbled his apologies regarding this incident. My Mother, when we were young, would say, “Do not get me in a passion.” She knew how dreadful her anger could be.


Mr. George once boasted that he had specially obtained his cane because he knew it would hurt a great deal. Towards the end of his teaching career his cane disappeared, and later I discovered that my sister and her friend had hidden the cane behind a cupboard. Shortly after this he retired.


Small boys in those days often threw stones, often at each other and on one such occasion it happened that a stone hit me on the forehead. A swelling arose and after two days the swelling enlarged and I could not open my right eye.


My mother said to my father that he must take me to our doctor, about a mile and a half away. After waiting in his waiting room, I was lead through into his surgery. He asked his wife to bring a basin of very hot water; he sat me on a chair for the purpose of lancing the swelling. He plunged the lance in my forehead, twisted it round, and yellow pus poured forth. I nearly fainted; he rushed to the window and opened it quickly. He wiped the wound with hot Borax lint and held it on for a moment, and said to my father that this must be done several times a day. Then came the long walk home. The instructions were duly carried out. To ensure cleanliness, a huge bandage was wrapped round my head with a pad of lint under it.


Monday morning came and I was sent to school. The class teacher was the dreaded Mr. George. After assembly I went to sit at my desk, and, looking up, a strange looking figure stood in front of the class. He was tall, gaunt, and dressed in black. He was the rector of the parish. Before coming to Handsworth, he had occupied an important position at Westminster Abbey. Having seen my bandaged head he walked and sat beside me. He put his arm around my shoulders and asked what the trouble was. In a few words I explained what had happened. I was struck by his great concern and his kindness. His very presence conveyed comfort; unhurried, he left me, and I felt grateful to him. Sometimes I would go for walks around the parish. There was a road named Heathfield Road, named after earlier days. I would look across the Heathfield Estate from a gap in the fencing and I could see James Watt’s house; then very dilapidated. I was informed later that the house was dismantled with every brick numbered; it was shipped to America. The importance of this building, in spite of its ruinous state, seemed to be disregarded by those in high authority. Beyond it stood the church, which he had attended and I knew he had taken a great interest in it. This became the last resting place of the three men James Watt, Matthew Boulton, and Richard Murdock, who were the prime movers of the Industrial Revolution. The importance of these men in the history of mankind is today, I feel, much overlooked. These great men whose intelligence and industry changed the history of the world. It seems that there is little emphasis by historians today concerning these men. As a small child I was taken to view the great statue of James Watt as well as smaller sculptures of Matthew Boulton and Richard Murdock. I was never taught the importance of these men and how their lives affected the lives of the whole of mankind. When one considers that Matthew Boulton entertained the Empress Catherine II of Russia as a customer to his house in Soho, this small part of England would bring about enormous changes for the benefit of mankind.


They did not know that they had unleashed a power which would power the railways that would cross-continents; they did not know that he power of steam would allow ships to cross mighty oceans; today the power of steam is mighty in its various applications. In a small building at the side of the enormous Soho factory was invented and made a stream press that produced coins by the thousand.
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Half penny coin - front and back.


The original coins are in the possession of the author.








Original copper coins made on the first steam press by Matthew Boulton and James Watt.
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Two one pennies - front and back.
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Cartwheel coin - front and back.
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The commercial world of commerce was thereby revolutionised. Permission to export the steam press was only possible through an Act of Parliament. From Soho came forth other manufacturing goods for the world, from stained glass to trouser buttons. Eventually developers demolished this huge factory. Within walking distance of where this great edifice had stood, I was born. From this corner of England came the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. Soho Road still exists, and in it the house built by Matthew Boulton in which he once entertained the Empress of Russia. A noble past is not entirely forgotten.


Handsworth Church that I knew so well was called the Westminster Abbey of the Midlands. When it became time to appoint a new incumbent, it was considered right to appoint a minor Canon of Westminster Abbey, Daniel Bainbridge. He was to remain incumbent for nineteen years.


At his retirement the local press announced his retirement with words that were not intended for his comfort. The placards in their own words stated he had, “Downed Tools”. Although I was small, I heard people talk and reported his unhappiness at the words that they had used. Some said the parish was asleep; this was not so. His wife led the Mothers’ Union. Two things I remember; the first was an occasion when she said to the assembled members that there was no excuse for dirtiness in children, as soap was cheap enough. A certain Mrs. Bailey replied from the hall, “Soap costs money and poor people find it difficult to pay.” The rector’s wife replied, “I did not know you lived in such poverty, Mrs. Bailey.” Mrs. Bailey was not to be out-done; she replied, “When I come here, I leave my poverty at home.” Mrs. Bailey lived next door to my house and her work at the washtub earned enough money to keep her out-of-work husband and four children. She attended the parish church and during election time, it seemed odd to me that she went from house to house canvasing for the Conservative Party. Eventually her hard work led to a heart attack from which she died in the presence of the clergy from the parish church.


When I was eight years old she sent me a book as a present; it was entitled “The Metaphors of Saint Paul”, with a message. It was a birthday present and I would understand the book when I was older. Again, I remember we had a new curate, a certain Mr. Wright, and she spoke to him publicly in a severe tone and said words to the effect she had seen him on the dance floor. His reply was, “I do not have a petticoat government at home; I will not have it here.” Mr. Wright became a popular figure in the parish.


There is, in the Tower of Handsworth Church, a peal tablet, which states a full peal was rung to celebrate the wedding of the rector and Mrs. Bainbridge, in 1924. The peal was successful at the third attempt. The conductor of the peal was brought in from Aston Church. The peal was rung by the Sunday Service Ringers, an achievement in the circumstances worthy of praise. The people of the parish I knew felt that the rector and Mrs. Bainbridge were members of the aristocracy and were regarded as such. The front door to the rectory was for private visitors. A separate side door was reserved for parishioners.


I was now in standard 5 class, ten or eleven years of age. In due course Canon Bainbridge was replaced, a clergyman from the parish of Spark Hill was suddenly made the Rector of Handsworth, and he brought with him a lady worker in the form of a Deaconess known as Sister Hannah. Sister Hannah became a visitor to many ladies of the Parish. He, on the other hand, joined the local bowls club and was known as “Canon”. His work in the parish was an effort to get men interested in church affairs. He left after three years to take up an important incumbency of a fashionable church in London. Before he left he engaged a curate, one Eric Loveday. Eric Loveday attempted to work with young people and formed a boys’ Bible class for Sunday afternoon, which some boys including myself joined.


Benny Ward, my friend, and I approached Mr. Loveday, and asked if we could attend his confirmation class and a date was fixed for us to attend his classes at the Church in the evening. The classes continued for six weeks but when the time came for me to attend the actual confirmation I was taken ill with influenza. Mr. Loveday visited me and agreed I could not be present. My next visitor was Benny Ward who said if he could not go as my friend he would not attend either. We would both wait for another opportunity. I am sure taking into consideration certain following events, in all this lay the hand of God. Eric Loveday gave his last talk to the school when I was about to leave. He said that he had attended a theological college at Oxford, he was proud to have gone there and he mentioned the principal of the college; a great scholar named Dr Major. (Little did he know, or did I know, that the little boy sitting in front of him in short trousers and unkempt clothes would many decades later attend the same college and be invited to supper with the great scholar he had mentioned.) I am proud to still possess a signed book of one of the theological works he gave me.


Eric Loveday left to go to a parish in Smethwick. On a lighter note, Eric Loveday attempted to teach the young people one Christmas to recite the poem, “The Village Blacksmith”; the group could not recite the poem, getting muddled up with the lines of the poem. So to make it easier for the group he advised them to recite the first line, by the people at the front, “Under the spreading chestnut tree, AT THE FRONT”; the second line, “The village Smithy stands, AT THE BACK”. This was acceptable in the practice sessions, but when it came to the Christmas Party the group entered the stage and commenced to recite the poem but included the added words “at the front” and “at the back” and all present enjoyed the whole evening, all present enjoyed the fun. Eric Loveday died as he stepped from the plane on a visit to Australia. This occurred just after the Second World War.


When I was about twelve years old, the top classes of the schools were much reduced by pupils being sent to the grammar school. Boys and girls were sent to all sorts of secondary schools for further education. Before this, many children up to age of twelve regularly played in the street. The street, in the eyes of the educationalists, became an entity in its self, from which children received a type of social education. On the other hand, stress was to be placed on children receiving academic qualifications. The street was a place for children, where they met and developed friendships and formed into small groups. Benny (Beresford) Ward and I formed a friendship; he was the eldest of five children and in some ways the weakest. He had very bad eyesight and always wore glasses. At other times others children joined us, such as David Lynol and Frankie Green, in the various things that children got up to in those days.


The “Old Peck” was a piece of waste ground at the end of Putney Road and was used as a rubbish dump by many. Everything could be found there, from old baths to old sewing machines, and all sorts of household rubbish. It was a playground for many children. One day a group of children got together and dug a hole about six feet deep. Then they tunnelled underground a further six feet so that inside it was a dugout (think of the First World War dugouts). One day we were playing in the dugout when we were warned a policeman was in the offing. We scrambled out and hid ourselves where we could see what was happening. A portly policeman approached the entrance to the dugout, stood on the top of it and stamped with all his force but it did not give way. Eventually he gave up and continued on his beat along Putney Road. We all waited until had gone some distance, then from our hiding place we peered at the scene, and to our amazement, white-faced and bespectacled, out of the entrance appeared the head of Benny Ward. He looked very funny and we all roared with laughter. Onto this scene suddenly appeared a lad; he was smaller than us, and he was named Jacky Raybold. He approached us with a serious look on his face and we paused to listen to what he had to say. He said, “My brother has just said to me there is going to be another war; there will be no front line and we shall all be in it, the Germans will take some beating.” What he had said, despite our young age was enough to make us think. In due course his words were sadly to prove prophetic.


It was decided by a small group of boys to make what we called “Can Fires”; a tin can was obtained by each of us, mostly treacle tins. Large holes would be pierced in the sides of the tin and a loop of old wire was fastened on top of the tin, and when small bits of wood and coal were lit inside and swung round it seemed like a huge Catherine wheel. We tested our fire cans secretly and found them to work well; when swung round quickly, the greater the fire. So when evening approached the next night we went down a side street. In one of the houses there lived an old man who was very disapproving of children. We swung our fire cans around with great joy; what fun it was. After about three minutes or so one can broke loose from its sling, and went away high in the air. Its appearance was wonderful, it looked like a comet; but it sped towards the roof of the house where lived the rather disagreeable old man. Over the roof it went and we heard just enough sound to realise it had fallen in his garden. Half a minute later the air was rent as the sounds of his dreadful explosions of expletives, in number and kind such as I had never heard before, poured out in his rage. From our hiding place, after a short time we saw the front door open and he ran into the road. He saw nothing and heard nothing. We had quickly removed the cans of fire. Eventually he returned to his house and all was still and quiet. In the silence we gathered our thoughts and began to realise the stupidity of what we had done. We were fortunate that this episode had not been the subject of more serious trouble. There were no more can fires, they were consigned to the dustbin. We rarely went down that street again. We were growing older and beginning to realise that life had a serious side.


Other children caused amusement; The “Old Peck” was a place where old bicycles and parts of these were thrown away. A fellow named Ernest Clifton collected parts of bicycles until he had sufficient to build a bicycle. He could not, however, find any tyres. He rode this bicycle on an early morning paper round. The noise it made was terrible, something like an army of tanks coming down the road. Then there was the prank the children performed about Billy Whitherington. They spread the rumour that he was dead. They did this by referring to this non-event in the presence of adults. Women used to meet in a local shop, which became noted for gossiping A group of women were there when Mrs Whitherington entered. Four or five women stared at her with sorrowful eyes and expressed their sincere condolences. Mrs Whitherington looked amazed and asked what on earth they were talking about. They said, “It is about your poor Billy, we have heard that he is dead.” She replied with some force, “Billy is at home having his breakfast at this moment.”


Everybody knew Billy was fond of pigeons but he had no pigeon loft; instead he used a small back bedroom. To loose his pigeons out he would simply open the bedroom windows.


One day about this time we were trespassing on some allotments, when a policeman arrived and decided to take our names. Benny Ward told such a story of having a violent and over strict father. That this policeman was so impressed that we were very relieved when he put his notebook away.


Some groups of children were for street sports; others would form whip and top groups and there was a skipping rope activity where the rope was stretched across from pavement to pavement. Hopscotch beds were made with coloured chalks and in the summer evenings the whole street was alive with children having a very happy time. These were our days of carefree joy. These games came to an end when secondary education began, as children had to wear uniforms and had homework to do, which occupied their attention. The street lost its power.


In some cases a family would refuse to let their children go to the grammar school; my family did; also the Ward family did not allow their children to go. The reasons given were the cost of the school uniform and parents insisting their children went to work. We had one very clever boy named Frederick Sydenham. As a scholar he was brilliant, but he had to follow in his father’s trade as a cobbler. The last I saw of him was in his father’s shop mending shoes.


Born within a few days of my birth was a girl called Olive Rose, who lived a few houses up the road from me; she with other girls would join in the fun that the street provided. Between the ages of nine and ten I was taken to the fair where there were lions and I saw the actions of the lion tamer. He went into the cage with a ferocious lion, only for a second or two; he had a whip which he used, swinging it in a diagonal movement from his right shoulder to his left foot and from his left shoulder to his right foot. I noticed this; one day Olive Rose and I walked into the back garden of a neighbour’s house with the girl who lived there, Joan Elliott. A discussion broke out as to what we wanted to be when we were grown up. With childlike stupidity I said I wanted to be a lion tamer. They looked at me with some amusement. I had a whip in my hand from the whip and top game and so demonstrated how to use it following the pattern of the lion tamer. Olive Rose stood a yard away and worked out in her mind how to dodge the whip. She edged forward little by little, staring me in the face; when very near to me, her hand reached out and grabbed my hand. The look on her face was fearless. I could forget being a lion tamer – I could not tame two little girls. One day, as a birthday present I had a nice new blazer I accidentally tore one of the pockets nearly off. Not knowing what to do, I looked up the road and saw Olive Rose. She was about ten or eleven years of age. I showed her the blazer; she took it off me and went into her house, brought it back and showed me the effort she had made to sew the pocket on. When I went home my Mother saw it and asked who had done this. I told her Olive Rose; she said, “No one teaches girls how to sew these days.”


Olive Rose’s father was known as Billy Rose, and was admired for his prowess as an excellent swimmer. He died, mortally wounded, in the First World War. Every month a photograph of his little daughter was sent to the front to note her progress. At school we were taken to the baths to learn how to swim. The girls’ swimming was completely different to the boys’ swimming. When I could swim 150 yards I was informed I need not go again. No one could swim as well as I could. Then one day an assembly was called at school; all the children and teachers were present. A small rostrum was placed in the centre of the gathering, and when all were present the Head Master said he would present Olive Rose with a medal; she had swum one mile. With great applause he pinned a medal on her dress. All had applauded her accomplishment but she looked almost unconcerned. Young as I was, I realised that this girl had a presence difficult to describe. Her father would have been proud to know of her achievements, perhaps in heaven he did. Prayers were said and we went home.


Olive Rose passed for the grammar school. After I was coming home from work, which I had just commenced, I met her by her house. She said that they had taught her at grammar school the correct way to pronounce electricity. She looked very attractive in her new uniform. Olive Rose did not join the church organisations at all. When older she joined a very selective and costly tennis club, married a lucky young man and disappeared. On reflection I realised that she had inherited her father’s physical strength. Her mother was known for some time even after her marriage as Florry Porter, and further more as a woman of captivating beauty. These gifts their daughter had inherited. At fifteen years of age she was beginning to bloom. She was a friend of my boyhood and will always be remembered. I was the recipient of her kindness.
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