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‘The proper study of mankind is man’


An Essay on Man


Alexander Pope (1688 – 1744)




Prologue


Austin’s mind started to drift as he stood with his mother, his family, and the rest of the congregation; all of whom were waiting for the priest to appear. It was a sad occasion and yet he felt strangely optimistic. Edward, Austin’s father, had died the previous week at the age of fifty-seven. He had arrived in the area over twenty years earlier following two local pit disasters, Stone Hill and Foggs. Many had died and the pit owners needed experienced colliers to replace the hands lost. His father had been easily persuaded by the higher wages offered, and by 1878 the family had made the relatively short journey from St. Helens to the growing town of Farnworth on the edge of Bolton. Life below ground had always been hard and few survived long into retirement. Mary, Austin’s mother, blamed the work for what she thought of as a premature death. He wasn’t so sure. The death certificate said ‘carcinoma of the stomach’ which did not sound like the sort of thing most miners were afflicted with. Bronchitis or other lung infections perhaps, but not a cancer.


He looked at his wife standing by him on his right. Emma, elegant though not especially demure, had been keeping a close eye on Annie and ‘Young’ Edward, two of their three children.


‘Edward, sit still’, said Emma to their three-year-old son.


Austin glanced at his son. There was now no need to refer to him as ‘Young Edward’. They had called him that when his father had been alive to avoid any confusion, unlikely though it might be. Annie sat quietly, immediately to the right of her mother, but his eldest son could always be relied upon to be unpredictable: even at three he was already a rascal. At least Emma’s sister had agreed to look after their youngest son, Thomas. Austin had always felt that it was never a good idea to bring a baby into church, but it was his own family’s rule and was not one always adhered to by other mothers in the parish. He looked around and surveyed those present. ‘Good’, he thought, there appeared to be no babies that he could see. Perhaps there will not be any interruptions today.


Turning back to face the alter and his father’s coffin, Austin tried to remember what he knew of his life. His father had certainly not had an easy time, but he had worked especially hard to give his children the best he could afford. Adamant that none of his male offspring should ‘go down the pit’, he was especially proud of what Austin had already achieved. Unlike his father, not only could he read and write, but he had studied for and passed numerous examinations in steam engineering, already achieving a junior engine tenter position in a large textile mill in Stockport. ‘I want thee to do better than me,’ his father would say at family gatherings to his own two sons, Austin and John. ‘I’ll help thee whenever I can’.


A door opened near to the alter and then closed again. ‘It must be about to start,’ thought Austin. He waited silently and expectedly.


Nothing.


Distracted from his earlier thoughts he started to study the church. Saint Gregory the Great was not a very old building but was of stone composition and would no doubt last. Although Austin had lived in Farnworth he was too young to recall it being built, and yet his mother and father still referred to it as ‘the new church’. He calculated. It must have been nearly twenty-five years since construction, although its presbytery had been a very recent addition, perhaps only three or four years old. Austin’s engineering trained mind experienced some passing frustration. Details mattered. He should have known exactly when it had been built. No, this was silly. It did not matter at all; this was his father’s funeral.


Austin’s thoughts were interrupted again. The church choir starting to sing his mother and father’s favourite hymn, Schubert’s ‘Ave Maria’. Less than a minute later a priest appeared followed by two altar boys, one of whom carried a thurible filled with incense. On reaching the elevated alter the priest turned, and the thurifer began to gently swing the incense chamber.


The choir paused, which seemed to be the cue for the priest to lift his hands and commence the service.


‘Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine.’


The cleric continued with a Latin soliloquy as Austin stared at his father’s coffin sitting on a pedestal in front of the altar.


Funeral masses were sombre affairs but were a time for reflection on the past and for thinking of the future; life must go on. His father had been a child of a harsh industrialisation of the Lancashire landscape, with its pitiful living and working conditions, rigid class structure, and the social constraints of a Britain in awe of the old Queen Victoria. But this was 1900 and Austin already felt that it was a world that was dying. The twentieth century offered so much potential, and Austin fully intended to cement his escape from the blinding poverty of his ancestors. His father had given him a start, but he would be the one to finish the near century-long family journey, from a peat bog in Mayo on the West Coast of Ireland to something much better.


‘And there would definitely be no pits for his children either’, thought Austin, as the priest launched into a brief encomium on his father’s life and apparent devotion to Catholic duty.


***
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Thomas drifted in the realm of half-sleep.


He was back on HMS Carnarvon and helping with coaling the ship at Tomkinsville on Staten Island in New York. A bitterly cold January wind swept across the Hudson, whipping up an irritated line of waves which brushed against the side of the ship, generating a gentle rocking motion. Not anywhere near enough to thwart the hated coaling process, but enough to induce a degree of wariness while moving around. Coaling was by far the dirtiest, most exhausting and disliked task in a rating’s life. As a stoker, he had to muck-in with others in the crew and carry the loaded and heavy canvas bags from dockside to the ship’s grids, where they would be emptied down a chute into the bunkers.


It wasn’t quite what he expected when he volunteered for duty shortly after his eighteenth birthday, but it’s what he got. Thomas’s mother had heard too much already about the loss of life on the Western front, and reckoned that if Thomas had to volunteer, then service in the Royal Navy would be a lot safer than a posting in the British Army.


‘And you can of course swim!’ resonated through his mind, as a passing recollection of that critical discussion in spring 1917 interrupted lugging the coal sacks. When the discussion about which service Thomas should join finally surfaced, his father provided the more persuasive suggestion; that a role on a ship involving steam engines would not only mean he would be fulfilling his duty but would also be an education.


Both Thomas and his brother Edward had also fallen under the spell of their father, Austin, the chief engine tenter at two local mills in Bolton; The ‘Dart’ and the ‘Alexandra’. His father was considered a genius with steam engines, and occasionally invited his two sons to join him at the mill to help with a task, or to show them how parts of the machinery would be stripped, greased and repaired. It gave them both a grounding in the world of engines, an interest that would later sustain them throughout their working lives.


‘Tom, after the war you might be able to join me in the mill as an engine tenter. You already know all about being a stoker. A spell in the Navy working with different kinds of engines will help with your schooling.’


Thomas pondered over the comments and thought about his brother, Edward. Edward was a few years older than Thomas and had already made some progress in establishing himself as a motor vehicle engineer. While Thomas had seen more motor vehicles on the roads around Bolton in recent years, he did not really know much about them. Engineering talk was still almost always of steam in the Melia household.


Tom’s father, Austin, interrupted his reflections.


‘One day thee cud end up wi yer own engines in yer own mill. Appen even chief tenter,’ repeated his father, lapsing into his own brand of Lancashire dialect.


He wasn’t sure what kind of job he wanted but he did like working with steam engines. So, the Navy it was. Although still three years under the age of majority, Thomas was old enough to enlist and would in any case have been subject to conscription. It would be better seizing the opportunity to influence where he might go rather than risk the greedy demands of a land army in desperate need of more recruits.


On July 4th 1917 he signed up for the role of a ‘stoker’ in the Royal Navy. Arriving for basic training at HMS Vivid, the ‘Stokers and Engine Room Artificers School’ in Devonport, his expectations were high. He knew that he would be starting as a junior stoker and that there would be menial tasks involved, but at least he would be around engines while still ‘doing his bit’.


Within four months of enlisting, and having completed his training, he was on board HMS Carnarvon. Launched in 1903 she had seen action in the Falklands and had latterly been assigned to the North America and West Indies Station to protect shipping convoys, and to undertake patrols in the area. From his mother’s perspective, Thomas’s posting was a relative piece of luck. Too many other mothers she knew had sons on the front line, while Thomas remained fairly safe, thousands of miles away from the deadly harvests of France.


While his job as a stoker was a disappointment, it was true that visits to Halifax, New York and Bermuda were definitely a more attractive proposition than serving in the hated trenches of France. Hauling coal around on a freezing day in January, shovelling it down below into one of the stoke holes in temperatures of 100 degrees or more, was perhaps not so bad after all.


And that was basically how he found himself helping to load 500 tons of coal on a cold winter morning in New York, and later levelling the new on-boarded supplies into a set of receptive bunkers.


Thud!


The chute expelled its temporary travellers into the gaping bunker.


But he wasn’t in New York…


A noise from the kitchen brought Thomas out of an early afternoon nap and back into reality. Emma, his mother, had accidentally dropped a potato onto a metal bowl a few yards to his left, instantly transporting him from ice cold New York to the relative luxury of his mother’s parlour in Bolton, over three thousand miles away and fifteen months later.


Pleased to have both her sons safely home, and her daughter Annie helping in the kitchen, Emma was very much inclined to be ‘soft’ with them. Thomas had been demobilised only weeks earlier and was being allowed to find his feet. It was Sunday and the family had collectively attended morning Mass as all good Catholics were expected to do. If Thomas needed a bit more time to think about his future then he should have it. Even a wet day in early April 1919 could not dampen her spirits. The family were back together again and the world seemed full of promise.


Thomas rubbed his eyes and immediately caught a ray of reflected sunlight, courtesy of one of two green lustres sitting on either side of the window sill. He squinted and moved to avoid a direct shaft of concentrated sunlight, but a dancing spectrum of mini-beams on the sharp edges of the hanging glass caught his attention. The lustres were his mother’s prized possessions. They had fascinated him since childhood, with their nine neatly cut diamond-headed stalactites of glass, evenly hanging around a central carousel of a pale green coloured glass stand. About eight inches in length, each suspended shard had been shaped into three sides; two sharp and flat, and one serrated. Some clever Victorian had designed it to catch the sunlight, create rainbows, and cast multiple fingers of bright light into any room it occupied. A flicker of wind, and the dangling glass would project rods of light across ceilings and walls in an un-choreographed dance. It was both mesmerising and entertaining.


The distraction didn’t last long. Thomas called out to his mother.


‘Need any help, Ma?’


He knew she would decline the offer but it felt like the right thing to do. A tinge of guilt wafted through him as he became aware that his mother and sister were busily preparing Sunday dinner, while he dozed lazily on the settee.


His mother responded, as predicted, through the kitchen wall.


‘No thank you, Thomas. Go back to your reading.’


She clearly thought he was reading rather than resting, so perhaps it would be better not to suggest otherwise.


A ‘Commercial Motor’ lay somewhat untidily upon some rather more cerebral books acquired by the family over preceding years. In her less active moments, his mother had been reading ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’, a book long owned but never, until recently, actually read. Thomas moved the motor periodical revealing the attractively bound book by Harriet Beecher Stowe; a novel his mother had suggested as being influential in the abolition of slavery in nineteenth century America.


He ignored the novel, retrieved the motor digest and started to peruse the pages of news, technical information and advertisements. Motor vehicles were still fairly new to him. While he had seen quite a number on his travels to and from naval bases, and of course in New York, they had until recently been a relatively uncommon sight in Bolton. It was Edward’s periodical, and motor engines were a subject he seemed to know quite a lot about. After quickly flicking through it, Thomas returned to the first page and began to read its contents in a far more studious fashion.


Just over an hour prior to this, Edward and his father had made a decision to take advantage of a break in the weather and go out for a walk.


‘Want to come out for a stroll and work up an appetite for dinner, Thomas? Edward and I have some business to discuss but you are welcome to join us,’ suggested his father as he stood in the hall doorway.


The words were inviting but it was clear from his brother’s body language that he wanted a private conversation with his father.


‘Nay. I’ll stay n’ read. I’ll sithi wen thee gets back,’ replied Thomas.


Edward and Thomas were brothers but had distinctly different opinions on a lot of things. It rarely surfaced in front of their parents but there was always an undercurrent of rivalry between them. Edward, as the elder of the two, had often ‘ordered’ Thomas about when they were children, much to his irritation. But that was before the war. These were different times, and he had no intention of letting Edward get away with that sort of thing; ‘just let him try,’ he thought. Nonetheless, with his mother in such a happy state there wasn’t any point in antagonising him, especially today, so Thomas adopted the more diplomatic course of action and declined. Whatever Edward wanted to discuss, he was sure that he would find out soon enough.


***


Edward and Austin unhooked their overcoats from the ornately designed coat rack securely attached to the inside wall of the entrance hall, collected their caps, and then made their way towards the front door. Edward’s father was last out of their small abode on Tonge Moor Road. He gently closed the door behind him and followed Edward through the property’s wooden perimeter gate a couple of yards away. The latch on the gate squeaked as Austin gently closed it. He made a mental note to get around to applying a little bit of oil to it, as he had on a number of occasions in the past few weeks.


‘Weer shan we go, Ted?’ asked Austin.


‘Bradshaw Chapel! I’ll tell thee why after,’ responded Edward. They were back to talking in dialect again.


On leaving the gate, father and son turned right and then walked slowly along the cobbled road leading to Bradshaw, leaving the small stone fronted terraced house behind. A flagged surface unfolded ahead of them as they looked towards a curvature near Timberbottom, a five-minute walk away. They could see the rails of the empty tram lines and its overhead electric cables veering to their right; they guided them on their intended walk.


Both remained silent for the first few minutes of their perambulation, interrupted only by the sharp click of the heels of Austin’s shoes on the flagged surface of the footpath. Edward’s father liked to make sure his shoes lasted, and consistently ensured that metal segs were applied to the heels whenever they needed to be re-soled. They worked as a preserver, but there was little chance of a discrete walk, with their presence likely to be announced at least a hundred yards away. Edward was reminded of the noise they made when coming into contact with the hard and echoing surface of the church floor earlier that morning. But for the fact that many of the men in attendance had a similar approach to footwear it could have been more than a little embarrassing. He suppressed a chuckle.


Austin and Edward enjoyed a whiff of early spring air, a gentle breeze and a refreshing contrast to the numbing winds of only a few weeks earlier. As they passed another row of smoke tarnished granite homes, Edward launched into conversation:


‘Dad, a friend and me want to go into business repairing motor vehicles.’


‘What friend?’ questioned Austin, already suspicious.


‘You don’t know im, ‘ees called John Pilling,’ replied Edward.


‘Who is ‘ee?’ probed his father, echoing Edward’s dropped ‘h’.


The family would try to speak the King’s English while at home and in the presence of Emma, but outside was often a different matter. Variations of Lancashire dialect frequently made a lazy entrance into spoken English, and they often conversed in a manner that was neither one nor the other.


Edward hesitated. He really wanted to talk about his business idea and plans rather than about his prospective business partner. Still, his father’s help in getting started would be very useful, which of course required that he provide a plausible answer.


‘Ee’s someone I first met back in ’15 while training at Chatham’. Believe it or not we bumped into each other undreds of miles away, and yet he lives Bowton way. Funny ow things work out.’


Austin still wanted to know more about this mysterious character who could well become a significant feature of Edward’s life; he had never mentioned him before. And knowing Edward, Austin had already guessed that the conversation would lead to a request for some money. Fine. But he wanted to know more about who else he would be dealing with.


‘I ken you’ve ad enuf ‘o’ cotton spinnin, Ted, but why im and why now? It’s bin three yer since yer left the army. Ast’tha asked Tom if ee’s interested?’ questioned Austin.


Edward decided to answer the latter question first.


‘Tom kens nowt about motor engines. All ee seems interested in is steam, but motor engines art future. John knows about motor engines. It’s why we wer talkin’ in’t first place. I’ve lernt a lot more about ‘em since I left.’


A sign for Timberbottom loomed ahead of them on the gable end of another row of stone terraced houses. Austin mused on a ghost story he had once been told about the fabled ‘Timberbottom Skulls’, two skulls which had reputedly been found at Bradshaw Brook near the now demolished Timberbottom Farm, around 1750. The skulls had been imbued with mystical powers after their removal from the said farmhouse had apparently been the cause of spiritual activities; furniture moving, doors slamming and pottery falling from mantlepieces and such. Both skulls were now sited resting on a bible at Bradshaw Hall. Austin liked the story but didn’t really believe it; ghostly happenings and boggarta were not part of the teachings of the Catholic Church.


They reached the Royal Oak pub by the tram terminus. The Royal Oak was a local landmark and Austin’s nearest public house. He was not a teetotaller, but neither was he a drinker either. Austin might be tempted by the occasional pint of best but could never be passionate about regular drinking; his own father had liked it a little too much for Austin’s liking. Besides which, he had a position in the local mill, and it wouldn’t do for a senior engine tenter to be seen the worse for drink by more junior mill employees.


The pair proceeded further towards the Bradshaw Chapel area.


‘So, motor engines then?’ said Austin.


He seemed to have forgotten Edward’s earlier remarks, thought Edward. His father certainly wasn’t addle-headed.


‘Aye. We plan to be partners and start business repairing motor engines, motor cars, lorries, cycles and the like. Mebbe selling new ones. Weer goin’t Bradshaw Chapel because we found a buildin’ for a garage. Wi need t’ sign paperwork for rent’.


Austin knew about steam engines but the internal combustion engine was still something of the unknown. He understood the principles but remained sceptical about whether motor vehicles would actually be the future. There were indeed more vehicles on the roads than there used to be, but he still remained circumspect. In time perhaps.


Edward interrupted Austin’s reflection with another comment.


‘....errr’, he hesitated. ‘I was wonderin’ if you’d elp us get started?’


It was a less direct approach than Austin had expected. Edward was obviously uncertain about asking for money so he would put him out of his misery.


‘What elp?’


Edward knew he had to be more specific.


‘Wi need t’ rent buildin’ for a year, fit it out n’ buy tools. Wi both av sum money saved but nor enuf. It would be done proper like, but wi need a loan, mebbe ‘undred and twenty pound.’


The amount requested took Austin aback. His own modest stone terraced house had a value of about £275 so a loan of £120 was a considerable sum. He had more than enough money saved, and did want to help, but £120 was just too much.


He considered his response and then answered.


‘Howd on a bit lad. I’ll ‘elp, but a hundred and twenty pound is a bit steep. Mebbe eighty or eighty-five pound, but I’ll need to talk to yer ma. It will need a proper legal agreement; it’s not just us two involved, but wi need to be fair to Tom and Annie as well. A loan would be av to be repaid wi interest. Wi’ll also need to meet your friend John before any money changes ‘ands.’


Austin always involved his wife in discussions about money. Emma was unusual in that she understood much about the business world. Her expertise derived not just from the daily and weekly routines of the household budget, but from being the daughter of a fairly successful local businessman.


Emma’s father had established a successful trade buying and selling slates in Little Lever, a village on the Manchester side of Bolton. Family members had been expected to help out while growing up, and this applied to both sons and daughters. As the slate business became more successful, the need for younger members diminished, and the focus shifted to improving their education. Emma, however, was one of the older siblings, and had been given a task of keeping the records and administrating. She had learned about bills, debts, bank interest, profits and losses, and could always be relied upon for her commercial sense. Austin would always listen to what she had to say. She was a sharp woman, a dimension of her character he had not really appreciated when courting several decades earlier.


Edward’s spirits immediately lifted. He was surprised at how easy this was. His father had always been a little coy about his wealth and had been a thrifty person throughout his life. £120 was a number plucked out of the sky; he would have taken whatever he was offered, and £85 was more than he had expected.


‘Thank you Dad. Thee won’t regret it. I’ll see John comes and sees you and Ma next week.’


‘Good’ responded Austin, thinking that Edward probably thought that was that. Emma may yet have something to say about the proposal but for now he intended to let his son share the rest of his business plans.


As they passed the bridge over Bradshaw Brook, the old church tower of St. Maxentius appeared on their right, alongside its more recent replacement. It was not a Catholic church so remained rather suspect in the eyes of Austin, and yet as a holy place it still commanded respect. Most of the Anglicans he had met shared similar beliefs to his own; they were nothing like the sort of people the parish priests of his childhood had often suggested; one step away from pagans.


They walked past the Victorian rendition of the church and then by the eighteenth-century tower; a square construction of coursed rubble, about forty feet in height with a crenelated wall around its top. Picking up the pace, another landmark loomed on their left. Embedded into the corner of a three-storey house on Bradshaw Road and Lee Gate, a stone plaque proudly announced ‘Bradshaw Chapel 1838’.


Whatever Edward wanted to show him couldn’t be far away, thought Austin.


‘Not far to walk now Dad. Just a bit further up, a bit beyon’t school ant ‘Ouse bout a Name’.


Austin had always thought that particular story a good one. Apparently, when its first publican applied for a beer licence he reputedly replied ‘It has no name’. And so it had stuck: a public house openly declaring itself the ‘House Without A Name’.


A few minutes later the pair arrived at a rather decrepit building on their right.


‘That’s it’, announced Edward, pointing at a random stone construction. It had a cleared area on one side and a kind of ginnel on the other, a passageway to the promise of what he guessed would be some other buildings behind.


Austin remained unimpressed but continued to listen as Edward’s plans unfolded.


The younger Melia opened a small rickety door adjacent to a far larger pair of weather-worn wooden gates, seemingly held together with a chain and padlock. He opened the padlock and flung the gates open to allow sunlight into the gloom. The building effectively consisted of one room with a couple of windows, one at the back and the other to his left. A door stood adjacent to the rear window; an old stable door split in two halves. All the woodwork had seen better days and the dirty window panes hardly enhanced the light entering its dim interior. The walls were of a random stone and looked as if they had been thrown together at least 150 or 200 years earlier. A solitary three-legged milking stool stood in a corner, a hint at an earlier use of the premises.


Austin chose to suppress his disappointment.


‘Tha kept coaches in here back in’t last century, but it as’nt been used for at least ten year,’ suggested Edward.


‘Aye, I can see that,’ Austin replied, trying to strike a balance between scepticism and encouragement.


Unperturbed by his father’s reply, Edward continued.


‘We’ll dig th’ inspection pit ‘eer.’ He pointed to a space towards the back.


‘And put shelves up for tools over theer, next t’ engine parts n’ spares. Along that wall we’ll put tables fo’ bills, receipts n’ paperwork.’


Edward pointed to various parts of the building as Austin absorbed what he had been told.


‘Ow long will it take to get goin, Ted?’


‘We reckon on six or seven weeks, wi’ a bit o’ elbow grease.’


‘I knows tha thinks motors art future, Ted, but I still don’t see many on’t roads. Where wilt trade come from?’


‘We’ve thewt ‘bout that. John knows some folk wi motor cars who want ‘em maintainin, and we’ll advertise in’t Bolton Evening News.’


Unconvinced, Austin started to wonder whether he had done the right thing in agreeing to a loan so quickly. The building looked very old and tired. It might just about work as a garage for motor vehicles but he wasn’t at all sure about it as somewhere to operate a business from. ‘Still’, he thought, ‘we can sort that out later and make a final decision after meeting Edward’s proposed business partner’.


Less than ten minutes after entering the building, Edward had locked-up and joined Austin on the walk back to Tonge Moor Road. While inside, the sun had disappeared behind cloud and the sky had started to darken. They had better be quick getting back or would be caught in a shower.


***


Back at home Thomas had continued to study ‘The Commercial Motor’. It was number 734 Vol. XXIX and dated April 3rd 1919. Threepence didn’t seem like a lot of money for a periodical, but then again, he had not really seen anything like it before.


Emblazoned across the top of the cover was the statement:


‘Starting in Business: The Common Carrier and his Responsibility.’


An advertisement on page 4 caught his attention, ‘Clayton Steam Wagons’. It was something he could understand. Below the name there was a picture of a wheeled steam engine and the boast ‘IN FRONT of all competitors for Reliability, Economy and Easy Working.’


He read on past more advertisements for trailers, vehicle bodies, repair services, lathes, spares and tyres. Pages 13 and 24 promoted the ‘Sentinel’ and ‘Allchin’ stream wagons, while pages 15, 17, 23 and 26 advertised various makes of internal combustion engine driven vehicle.


Thomas was already hooked.


He skipped through the pages of news and advertisements before starting to read the article promoted on the front cover: ‘Starting life as a haulage contractor’.


‘There are various ways in which the interested reader of this series of articles may decide to carry on business with his commercial motor…’


Thomas read through the options outlined in the article and started to absorb some of the essentials of operating as a ‘common carrier’; an idea started to crystallise in his mind. It had only been a matter of weeks since leaving the Royal Navy but he already felt that it was time that he found a job. His mother and father had been very generous with both their sons since the end of the war, but both of them were fully aware that they would soon have to earn a regular wage.


He resumed reading the rest of the journal, carefully studying the contents of each page. He had already resolved to learn as much as he could about these ‘steam wagons’, and the still relatively new petrol driven machines that were seemingly already a match for the former.


A clatter of plates coming into contact with the table in the dining room suggested that Sunday dinner was not far away. Emma had directed her daughter to set the table for a meal that the whole family looked forward to. A family meal at 4.00pm on late Sunday afternoon was an event, a cornerstone of the week. After the austerity of the war years, and the frequent difficulties of securing a reliable supply of food, meat and vegetables had already started to reappear in the local shops on a more regular basis. It was by no means as good as it had been before the war but was certainly getting better. Emma ensured that dinner on Sunday would be a priority, a return to normality, as it had been before the outbreak of hostilities.


She checked the contents of the pots and pans over the stove and sighed with satisfaction.


‘Nearly there, Annie. Your father knows that he is expected back in time for dinner so you can finish off the table.’


Annie complied, completing her task by placing a jug of water in the centre of the table, and an empty glass at each setting.


Mother and daughter both caught the sound of the front door being closed, correctly guessing that Austin and Edward had returned from their afternoon walk.


‘I’ll let them know when it will be ready,’ said Emma, as she opened the kitchen door.


Annie nodded.


Emma entered the parlour and announced that ‘dinner will be served at 4.00pm’; it was less than fifteen minutes away. She then returned to the kitchen having left a lingering smell of lavender and cooking in her wake.


On entering the front room of their small terraced house, Edward had caught Thomas reading his ‘Commercial Motor’ periodical. Slightly annoyed that he had not asked to borrow it, he was nonetheless not in a mood to take issue. Father had agreed to help support starting a business and not even Thomas’s rudeness would change his mood.


‘So, you found my Commercial Motor then,’ said Edward looking pointedly at Thomas.


‘I know it’s thees, Ted; I’d av asked if thee ad bin ‘ome.’


‘Petrol engines art future, Tom. Fayther and me av bin talking ‘bout it. I’ll be mekkin an announcement. I’ll tell thee after eatin,’ said Edward.


Thomas didn’t want to probe. He felt a little awkward for reading his brother’s periodical without permission, but relieved that Edward didn’t want to make an issue of it, as he might have done when they were younger.


His mother called the family to dinner a few minutes later and all three made their way into the dining room.


Small talk dominated conversation around the table. Although ‘not one to gossip’, Emma proceeded to entertain the family with a tale she had heard after mass earlier in the day. It naturally involved who was believed to be courting whom in the relatively tight circle of friends and acquaintances they had at St. Patrick’s, the Catholic parish church located in the centre of Bolton.


Of interest to Emma, but less so to others around the table, were her thoughts about Catholic schooling in Bolton, and the language of the Church. Catholic masses were always delivered in Latin, a language none of the family, or for that matter most of the congregation, actually understood. The family and the rest of the congregation followed the ritual of the Mass and had received instruction during childhood on what parts of the service actually meant, but translating any particular line was beyond all of them. Fortunately, notices and information of local interest were delivered in English, and this week the priest announced that a campaign would be launched to fund, and later build, a Catholic boys school in Bolton. The Bolton parishes and surrounds all seemed to want one; it had been nearly twenty years since the now highly respected Mount Saint Joseph’s school had been opened.


‘We will all need to help where we can,’ announced Emma, clearly indicating that some sort of contribution from the family would be expected.


The family nodded with rather less enthusiasm than her own, and the room fell silent as Annie placed her eating utensils on her plate; she was the last one to finish.


‘That was wonderful Emma,’ announced Austin, his usual appreciative denouement to a Sunday dinner. ‘And thank you as well, Annie.’


‘Ma, Fayther and me have…’


‘Father and I,’ corrected his mother. Emma discouraged dialect whenever she heard it. Edward reminded himself to revert to a Lancashire version of the Kings English when in his mother’s presence.


‘Faaather and I have our own announcement to make. I’m going into business with a bloke I met in the army, and Father is loaning me eighty-five pounds to get started.’


Emma cast a critical and questioning eye towards Austin, who interjected before Edward could say anything else.


‘We agreed that we would talk to you first, Emma, and meet Edward’s business partner before anything happens.’


Emma didn’t need much time to process this new development, thinking that it was appropriate to manage her son’s expectations sooner rather than later. Both her sons needed to earn a living, and she was generally pleased that Edward had shown some initiative. Still, there were limits to what they could do for their progeny.


‘I want to see your costs worked out on paper, and expected profits, and then we’ll agree a loan. We both want to help you get started, but there will be rules and requirements involved.’


In principle she wanted to help Edward, but it was she, not her husband, who controlled the family budget, and they also had another son and daughter to consider. Edward might be her son, but past experience had suggested that he was not above a little exaggeration. Emma decided that she would be the one to remain in control of this new situation.


Thomas maintained a stony silence while witnessing his mother, father and Edward explore Edward’s idea. A tinge of jealously briefly occupied his thinking. He dismissed it as childish and resumed listening more intently. Annie appeared less than interested by the whole subject of engines and business ideas. While a change of subject would have been welcome she elected to mirror Thomas’s approach of a discrete silence.


The discussion strayed into the territory covered by Austin and Edward’s earlier walk. It was clear that the unknown partner, John Pilling, was key to any further steps in the process, and that Edward would have to be given a couple of tasks before progress could be made. He would have to ‘cost out’ a business proposal, and secondly, arrange a meeting between the four of them: Austin, Emma, Edward and the unknown John Pilling. The success or otherwise of the venture would be entirely down to Edward and his partner’s ability to present a convincing proposal.


***


As agreed, ten days later Edward arrived at the family home with his new business partner for an evening appointment with his parents. He showed John into the front parlour and encouraged him to take a seat, before going into the dining room to let his mother and father know that their guest had arrived.


It was a business meeting, but attendance at home indicated that there was a social element to it. Emma put a tea kettle on the stove and started to warm some water, while Austin joined his son in the front room.


‘I’m Edward’s father,’ said Austin rather superfluously. ‘You must be John.’


‘Aye, I am that, Mr Melia,’ said John, as polite as he could be.


‘Would you like tea, John? Emma has put the kettle on.’


‘Aye, I would thank you.’


The three engaged in some small talk about the improving weather but were interrupted a few minutes later by Emma carrying a laden tea tray.


‘It’s nice to finally meet you, John,’ said Emma, as she started pouring the tea.


‘Edward had been telling us a lot about you and your ideas.’


‘So, you met in the army?’


‘We did missus. Itwer in the army. We wer’ training as motor mechanics.’


The slight irritation Emma felt with John’s dialect was tempered with the thought of the other stroke of luck she had with the elder of her two boys. When Edward enlisted, against her wishes, he had indicated that he had considerable experience with petrol engines. Typical of her eldest son he had bent the truth as he was still some way from gaining any sort of qualification. But that situation had worked out very nicely indeed. The Army Service Corps needed motor engineers to repair and maintain their increasing inventory of motorised vehicles. It accepted his application, without checking, and then assigned him to the military engineering unit in Chatham, which thankfully would have taken him away from the worst of the front lines. However, at the point of joining-up, Edward had done little more than study instruction manuals and attend a few classes at the Mechanics Institute in the spare time he had while not working at the mill. His practical experience had been very limited. When he did eventually receive his service posting the lack of genuine experience had hardly mattered. His ability to ‘learn on the job’ had got him through the more difficult early months, and by the time of his premature departure from the Army he was much further on his way to becoming a talented motor engineer.


‘Do you live nearby?’ resumed Emma.


‘Arwood,’ replied John Pilling.


‘Harwood’ thought Emma, mentally correcting John’s pronunciation.


‘Bradshaw wouldn’t be far for you to walk then?’


‘No’.


‘Do you live with your patents, John?’


‘Both are dead missus. I stay wi mi uncle.’


Emma took an extra moment to take a closer look at him. He was slightly shorter than her son, Edward, clean shaven with a rather blotchy complexion and fashionably cut dark brown hair - flat, shiny and slicked back. As with many young men he had adopted a centre parting, a little like some of the actors appearing in one of the moving pictures her husband had recently taken her to see. She could not resist comparing him to her two sons; he certainly wasn’t as handsome as either of them. Thomas, slightly taller and thinner of the two, with hair barely longer than his Navy crew cut, and Edward, stylish, self-assured, good-looking and exuding a sense of mischief. Edward had the confidence and looks, but Thomas was her rock, always reliable and personable. Temporarily distracted by these passing thoughts, Emma returned her focus to what they were there to do and launched into the subject matter of their meeting.


‘So, you want to go into business with Edward, John?’


‘Yes missus. Eddy and me av talked ‘bout it a lot.’


Emma’s hackles rose. She did not like ‘Eddy’ at all; her son was ‘Edward’. She had heard Austin and Thomas used ‘Ted’ as a nickname, but ‘Eddy’! However, this wasn’t the time to correct it.


Her preamble over with, Emma went straight to the point.


‘Have you the money to get it started, John?’


‘I av that. Mi uncle will also help,’ replied John.


Relieved that there would be some monetary input from her son’s friend, the discussion proceeded with Emma continuing to take the lead. The required costings were produced and Edward started to go through the details. She occasionally questioned the need for a tool, and probed further, trying to make sense of their plans to get the venture off the ground. Her nose for money and commercial matters slowly led her to a conclusion that the two young men had not fully thought through the proposal. They had some of the skills between them, but had difficulty articulating where the trade would come from, and how much trade was actually available. Neither seemed to have much idea. By now she had already made a decision on how much of a risk the family could take.


‘I know your father said that we might stretch to an eighty-five pounds loan, but I don’t think we are able to go that far,’ indicated Emma.


Looking at Edward, Austin interjected defensively. ‘I did say that we would need to agree an amount with your mother’.


‘With the money the two of you are putting in, and a loan from us, you will have enough to get going. But you will need to be making a profit next year. We will loan the partnership fifty pounds at 2%, payable in instalments over the next seven years. I’ll also want to see the books every month until the loan is repaid.’


Emma sounded like a bank manager to Edward. Disappointed at not getting the amount his father had indicated the previous week, he nonetheless thought better of trying to negotiate, and decided on a gracious acceptance.


‘Thank you, Ma.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Melia, Mr Melia,’ added John.


‘I’ll have a solicitor draw up a legal agreement,’ said Austin, who had been silent during most of the proceedings.


At that, the topic of Melia and Pilling ceased, and the conversation moved on to the subject of football. Support for Bolton Wanderers was high, and with the war ending it was hoped that their local team would have a good chance of a long cup run the following season. Emma left the men to argue the strengths and weaknesses of the ‘The Trotters’, the local nickname for the team, and escaped into the kitchen.


***


Annie savoured the warmth of the early May sunlight. Having rejected the idea of a shorter walk over by West Glen in Astley Bridge, mother and daughter decided on something a little further away and more interesting. Annie was now enjoying a rare walk with her mother around the woods known locally as ‘The Jumbles’. The Jumbles was a popular beauty spot with locals, and a whiff of fine weather would bring families out, a temporary escape from the less than satisfactory soot laced murk of town. Belching smoke from mill chimneys represented work for the men, but there was too often a price to pay in the slightly acrid air of the industrial towns and cities of the north, rendered worse in the colder months with the soot of thousands of domestic coal fires. Her mother had suggested a walk after finishing the chores of early morning. Annie seized the offer with enthusiasm, and they joined others seeking similar refuge from the humdrum of domesticity, a secret retreat that was often kept from working fathers, husbands and brothers. They did enough at home so why shouldn’t they treat themselves? It’s not as if it cost anything.


Nature had bestowed a gentle spring breeze upon them, and from the right direction. The wind was blowing from the moors and towards the urban areas of Bolton. It was a fresh, clean day, with dispersed white cumulus clouds slowly rolling across a picture book ceiling. They walked by Bradshaw Brook, almost in full flood, roaring after the rain of previous days. As the path drifted away from the river, and deeper into a forested area, the white noise of water crashing over rocks and pebbles faded. She stopped to listen to spring birdsong, an interest she had fostered since childhood. Despite the time of day there were still male birds in full song, anxiously trying to entreat females to join them in seasonal embrace.


‘I think we will have a warm summer, Ma,’ said Annie, in an audible reflection of her exuberant mood.


‘I do hope so, Annie. Last winter was mild, but I’ll always remember it as a bad one, what with that horrible influenza. I’m just pleased that we not only managed to get through the war but survived that as well. It’s been so horrible for so many people.’


‘Well it’s all over now, Ma. Everything seems to be looking up with both Thomas and Edward finding work. Do you think Thomas will stay at the mill? He doesn’t seem too sure to me,’ said Annie.


‘That remains to be seen. Your father has used his position in the mill to get him an apprenticeship; I do hope Thomas doesn’t let him down,’ replied Emma.


‘And Edward and John Pilling seem to be doing well. They have a building, and Edward tells me they have already started working on it. He’s promised to show me around when they are ready to open,’ said Annie.


‘We will all be going to see it, Annie. Don’t worry about that,’ reassured Emma.


Conversation moved on to Annie, and to a friend of hers, Emily Dixon. Emily had been courting the son of a local butcher for the last two years.


‘He’s not my type at all, but Emily seems to like him,’ suggested Annie.


Emma knew the local butcher quite well and had seen his son grow up while working in the shop. The boy, now a young man, had already started to assume some responsibility, and could often be seen serving at the counter or directing a younger ‘butcher’s lad’. He certainly had some prospects but came across to Emma as lacking in intelligence.


‘I know what you mean but he’s got good prospects,’ said Emma, hinting at mischief.


‘Mother!’


Annie knew exactly where her mother was heading with this thinly veiled reference to finding a man.


‘What’s wrong?’ replied Emma, with as much innocence as she could muster.


‘You know exactly what’s wrong. I’m not interested in men at the moment. As we have talked many times before, I would really like to have some sort of job. Perhaps even a career,’ asserted Annie.


She had few political aspirations but had read about the suffragettes and had been told about the contribution they had made to the victory of a sympathising local Liberal candidate, Thomas Taylor. As if to underline her independence, she added.


‘And when I’m thirty I’ll be able to vote.’


‘That wasn’t…’ started Emma, before being cut short by Annie.


‘Don’t spoil the walk, Mother. It’s a beautiful day; let’s make the most of it’.


She knew her mother very well. On many occasions she had made it obvious that she would like to see Annie with a husband, and Annie was sure that she already had a list of possible suitors. It wouldn’t even have surprised her if Edward’s new business partner, John Pilling, was on it!


Emma looked at her daughter, feigning surprise. It was true that Annie may not be considered a beauty but she was respectable enough. She shared many of her mother’s features, a pale white complexion, molten greenish brown eyes and an evenly proportioned nose. Her lips were slightly thinner than average, and despite Emma’s initial misgivings, her daughter had decided to cut her hair in a bob, a recent metropolitan fashion now invading the provinces. Having now become accustomed to it, Emma had started to like the look; it was both practical and attractive. Whatever Annie said, she remained unchanged in her resolve to find her daughter a suitor. It just might take a little time.


Meanwhile summer was on its way and she was sure it would be a good one.


***


Austin had decided to leave the two young motor engineers alone for a time. But after six weeks had passed he had made a decision to pay a surprise visit to the ‘garage’, to personally check on progress. Edward had provided many ebullient updates on the building conversion during the intervening weeks, but there was nothing like seeing it for yourself. Today would be the day. With fine weather, Austin would enjoy the walk to and from the two mills where he maintained steam engines; it was a welcome relief from the hot and humid atmosphere of the cotton mill, and the even hotter spaces of the furnace and engine rooms. But today would be different. He would catch the tram up Tonge Moor Road and take the full journey to the Royal Oak terminus.


After completing a thirteen-hour shift at the ‘Dart Mill’, Austin walked up Union Road and towards the tall stone railway arches. A steam train laden with coal was slowly shunting in reverse, towards the mill pond and railway sidings by the Tippings Arms in Astley Bridge. It was probably delivering coal for the bleachworks, or perhaps even his own mill; possibly even the Denvale. Austin ignored what was a common sight and headed for a nearby tram stop on Tonge Moor Road. The irons on the clogs of dozens of workers all walking in the same direction echoed around the narrow streets, more than drowning out the sounds of almost everything else. This wooden footwear legacy of Flemish weavers, who arrived in Bolton in the fourteenth century, rippled into the twentieth. Even the receding steam engine could not compete. He was almost always one of the last to leave, but even so, he invariably had company on the walk to the main road.


Electric trams had been running up Tonge Moor Road for nearly twenty years and were now considered a safe and reliable form of transit. Speeds had increased from 12 mph, and quite often reached 20 mph on the longer and straighter sprints between stops. The hum of an electric motor and the hard steel wheels of the approaching tram were heard, before Austin saw the familiar ‘T’ at its front, signifying the Tonge Moor route. The tram disgorged a dozen passengers and Austin boarded, along with at least the same number. He gave a few pence to the conductor, smartly dressed in a cap and double-breasted uniform, and proceeded further into the tram. He soon realised that it was standing room only. Austin, always the engineer, reasoned that all seventy of the wooden seats on both levels were almost certainly occupied, given that there were at least ten others already standing in the lower aisle. He would have to stand for the ten minutes or so journey.


An elderly man, who was sitting near the exit door, caught Austin’s eye. He was holding a brown walking stick which had a carved head rendition of some sort of animal. The stick was unusual but it was the man who was of interest. A coarse smoker’s cough completed the picture: he had the look and the sense of his own father. It wasn’t a pleasant reminisce. His father had died in 1900 only weeks before the old Queen Victoria. Decades of working in the mines had finally taken their toll on his father’s health, and in his later years he had lain besieged by both major and minor complaints, the sum of which restricted his ability to even get about his local area, Farnworth. In the mines at the age of twelve it was all he knew; once started he had found it impossible to leave. Austin’s own son, Edward, had been named after his father, respecting an Irish cultural tradition, and as a mark of thanks for helping give his own sons the rudiments of a formal education.


The vehicle jerked to its final stop and the remaining passengers, including Austin, stepped off the tram. Oblivious in his recollection, Austin had been surprised at the number of seats actually available. While travelling, he had almost become the only one standing, which must have looked odd to the remaining passengers. But what did it matter? His journey to Bradshaw Chapel was almost complete.


A few minutes brisk walk and Austin was almost at his destination. The gates on the garage were still ajar, allowing the slowly sinking sun to cast its final rays into the open room. He could see some progress had been made.


‘Evening lads,’ announced Austin.


Edward had his back to the main doorway, and John appeared to be using some sort of pedal powered lathe that had been installed under the rear window. Neither of the two men had seen or heard him as he entered the garage, so he repeated his salutation a little louder.


‘Evening lads!’


Edward turned, a look of both surprise and puzzlement on his face. He had recognised his father’s voice before seeing him.


‘Fayther’, he said rather formally but still in dialect.


‘What brings tha up ‘eer?’


‘In English please, Ted. As we talked about with your mother last week, you need to get into the habit of speaking clearly when dealing with people who can afford motor cars.’


‘I do Dad, but…’


Austin cut him short.


‘Then it’s good enough for me then. I’ll do likewise’


‘I’ve come to check on progress,’ announced Austin.


‘There’s been a lot,’ replied Edward, only slightly defensively.


‘There ’as sir,’ interjected John, rather less convincingly. He had by now finished his task and had joined the conversation.


‘Then you can show me around,’ suggested Austin.


Edward had emerged as the senior partner in this arrangement and proceeded to show his father around the formerly empty building. The stone walls had been brushed and whitewashed, the floors swept, and windows cleaned. Doors, windows and other woodwork had been spliced and painted in a rather dark green, not unlike the colours the army used. Austin had some misgivings about where this might have come from but kept the thought to himself. However, the most significant change had been the appearance of a large hole in the floor towards the back of the room. Accrington ‘Nori’ bricks had been freshly laid to create a long straight rectangle, each wall constructed on a base of recently dried concrete.


Edward ignored some standing ladders and jumped down into the pit.


‘This is where we’ll inspect the underneath of motor vehicles.’


He pointed back up towards ground level.


‘We’ll push the vehicles over the pit using a couple of rails on either side to stop them rolling in.’


He used the ladders to climb out of the chamber and proceeded to show his father a couple of neatly placed racks of tools on the left-hand wall, the lathe, tables, and some wooden chairs.


‘You’ve both done well,’ said Austin.


‘Have you had much interest?’ he added, hinting at prospective custom.


Edward and John looked slightly dejected.


‘It’s been a bit slow,’ replied Edward.


Austin detected the dejection in Edward’s voice and determined to lift the mood.


‘Well it’s early days yet. When you get word out I’m sure the trade will come’.


Edward nodded.


‘The sign is going up next week, Dad. By then we’ll be fully ready. John is having his uncle around and I’ll be inviting Ma, Annie and you the day after. It will be after work. We’ll also have a small advertisement in the Bolton Evening News, every week for the next few months’.


‘I’ll see if I can finish early that day. Let me know the date, Edward. Now, are you nearly finished for today?’ enquired Austin.


Edward agreed with John to finish-up for the day, and father and son started the walk from Bradshaw back to Tonge Moor, just as the sun started to set. It had been a long day for the both of them but satisfying nonetheless. Edward started to whistle a tune he had heard in a pub a few weeks earlier, ‘I’m forever blowing bubbles’. He didn’t know why, but it seemed to reflect his mood as they sauntered slowly towards home that night. Austin smiled, resolving to provide Emma with a positive report of their son’s progress. Emma was sharp and he did not want to suggest any premature reservations about trade; they had to give the boys a chance.




Chapter 2
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Edward had kept his courting away from his mother for as long as he could. He liked it that way and did not want any awkward questions about marriage or religion. Gladys after all was not a Catholic.


It had started while he was still in uniform during the months before he had been medically discharged. He had met her through an army friend while on leave and they had hit it off straight away. She lived in Yorkshire, in Leeds, which made seeing her difficult, but somehow an early friendship had managed to become a relationship. He wasn’t too sure what first attracted him to her. Maybe it was a passing resemblance to his mother, not so much physically, but in her sharp wit and independent mind; or perhaps it was the differences. Gladys was fun. She had a strong sense of humour, and while the rest of her family were churchgoers, she herself seemed unencumbered by strong religious persuasions. When in a group Gladys always seemed to be the one who kept his attention. Edward was soon smitten.


After leaving the army he initially returned to the family home in Bolton. But Edward had also managed to establish a regular pattern of visits to ‘army friends in Leeds’. Thomas also saw his own naval comrades from time to time, so the family thought nothing of either brother’s regular absences. Although suffering from a knee problem, ‘ankylosis of right knee joint’ according to his army discharge papers, Edward was not incapable of work, and during one of these visits he obtained a part time job helping maintain several motor vehicles owned by a wealthy family in the Red Hill area of the city. With lodgings included he could now stay in Leeds whenever he wished. Not only that, it gave him the opportunity to build on the basic motor engineering training provided by the army during his time at Chatham.


Gladys looked forward to his visits. Her parents had met Edward and they already knew a little of his army career. They generally approved, and did not discourage her from seeing him, knowing that the distance between Leeds and Bolton would reduce the opportunity for ‘mischief’. As for Gladys, towards the end of the war she had spent some time in a munitions factory which had certainly influenced her thinking - she decided she would be out of it at the first opportunity. Gladys felt that she had already done her bit and wanted something better, and that something better later turned out to be Edward.


Gladys warmed to Edward during their first encounter. She had gone out for an evening with two other friends and had stumbled upon him and his comrades in a local public house in the centre of Leeds. The presence of some nearby women initially made little difference to the boisterous behaviour of the four men, seemingly on leave and making the most of their limited time. Edward wasn’t the loudest of the group but he was the focus of attention. The other men laughed when he made a joke and listened intently at his stories.


Edward ignored, or at least failed to notice, the small group sitting on the dark green velvet upholstered furniture of the pub a few feet away. That, quite conveniently, gave the seated women a little time to study him and his friends, undetected. Gladys surveyed the other patrons while conducting some small talk about family and friends. Edward’s voice, and his laugh, carried across the small space and he soon became the focal point of interest for her. That he was handsome was not in dispute, perhaps too handsome for her taste. Over confident men were not always reliable ones, at least according to her mother.


‘This one is on me,’ announced one of Edward’s associates as he stood up to walk towards the bar. But for that moment Edward might not have caught the eye of a woman looking in his direction. He smiled, and Gladys returned the gesture, cementing an attraction. It was then only a matter of time before Edward found an excuse for some conversation.


Caution always preceded any deeper engagement with members of the opposite sex. First meetings were frequently difficult, but the presence of friends and the influence of alcohol helped mitigate any nervousness she might otherwise have felt. Any precautionary thoughts quickly faded. Edward soon captivated her with his personality, and conversation that was more than just army talk. He had ambition and humour. He could tell a joke, and yet was able to talk about the books he had read, and the moving pictures he had seen. Some of his stories would perhaps be a little fanciful but it didn’t seem to matter. She took an instant liking to his smile and his laugh, and relaxed in the presence of his aura of strength and confidence.


And he seemed to like her. When she said something amusing, he retorted in kind, and they both laughed together. He was charming, funny, exuded character, and was almost, well… irresistible. Edward was someone she definitely wanted to see again. It would be easy for her to agree to another meeting; he just had to ask. It was therefore almost a relief when at the end of the evening Edward finally proposed that they see each other again. She would of course, and Gladys responded with little hesitation: ‘I would like that’.


Within months they had become secret lovers. While Edward had been working on establishing the motor repair business in Bolton their liaisons in Leeds had become more intense. Over time, the meetings in the tea rooms and public houses of Leeds had migrated to a number of small and discrete hotels in York, a short rail journey away. They didn’t want to be seen. Fortunately, the chaotic environment of the months after the end of the war provided opportunities that might not be available in the future. Mr and Mrs Smith had become regular visitors to the city, as winter gave way to spring in that euphoric period before Britain faced the true economic legacy of that ‘war to end war’.


***


It was June 1919, and Edward had agreed with his business partner to close the still very new business for a few days over the wakes week holidays. Trade had been slow to start, and they had completed almost all the repair work that had been commissioned. It was as good a time as any to close and take stock. Rather than taking some holiday, John chose to work on one of his hobby projects, a motor cycle he wanted for personal use. Although using the facilities of the garage, he kept the gates firmly shut and spent both days stripping and refurbishing a small engine, something he enjoyed, and would have done more of had Edward not been around to remind him of other business priorities.


Edward had told his mother and father that he would be staying in Leeds for a couple of nights to visit an army friend. They had become used to this and wished him the best on his break. Meanwhile, in Leeds, Gladys had told her own parents that she would be going to Manchester to visit a work colleague who had recently married an ironmonger. It was a cover story they would have considerable difficulty checking. Gladys had become fond of Edward and his visits but there was another more pressing need to meet.


They met as usual at Leeds Central Railway Station, before making their way as inconspicuously as they could towards the York bound railway platform. Gladys followed Edward until boarding, whereupon they both found a compartment for the half hour journey. There were other passengers seated nearby so they limited conversation to pleasantries. Edward proceeded to read a ‘Bolton Evening News’, a local paper he had purchased at Trinity Street Railway Station in Bolton. It was a giveaway to other passengers, but as long as Gladys and he avoided conversation no one would take much notice.


After tea in York station, they took a short taxi ride to a small hotel Edward had booked, situated on the outskirts of the city. Negotiating past the circumspect demeanour of the hotel check-in receptionist, Mr and Mrs Smith found themselves in a somewhat petite room at the rear of a rather weary looking hotel. It was disappointing but would do for their purposes.


‘You said you had some news, Gladys,’ enquired Edward. He had delayed asking in anticipation of finding a more suitable location for a conversation, surmising that Gladys had stalled for a reason.


‘I do,’ replied Gladys, rather bluntly.


She wasn’t quite ready for this but she had no choice but to tell him.


‘Can we get some tea brought up, Edward?’


‘Very formal, Gladys. It’s usually only my mother who calls me Edward.’


Gladys ignored the comment. The tea was a stalling tactic but would give her some time to prepare and to maximise her composure. Edward gave her a curious look but then set off to request some refreshments. By the time he returned she was ready to speak. There was little point in further delay.


‘Edward, I think I may be pregnant’.


So, there it was, out in the open. Nervous, Gladys wondered what his response might be.


Edward’s initial reaction was one of shock. It was clear he didn’t really know what to say. His facial expression merely illuminated the obvious; that his mind had yet to catch up with this life changing information. Silence followed as he tried to process the news.


‘Well, say something,’ pleaded Gladys.


‘I, I, I er, I don’t know what to say. Are you really pregnant?’


‘Gladys. Are you really sure?’ he repeated.


‘You are upset, Edward. I can tell that you don’t want me to have a baby, but I am pregnant and I need your help. What are we going to do?’


Gladys had lived with her pregnancy for some time, but for Edward this was fresh news. He didn’t have any answers. What he needed was some time to think it through. A knock on the door interrupted their discussion. It was a member of the hotel staff bringing their tea - at least it gave him a few minutes.


Edward enjoyed the company of Gladys; why else would he see so much of her? But this was completely unexpected; he simply wasn’t ready. They had taken precautions, but something had obviously gone wrong. He started to wonder whether Gladys had planned it, but soon dismissed the thought as unworthy of their friendship. So, what to do next? A baby was a baby, and while Edward had not expected a child, his Catholic upbringing dictated initial thinking on the matter. He would not countenance a street abortion, and there was also the law to consider.


After a prolonged silence he finally spoke, ‘I’ll stand by you and the child, Gladys.’


‘What does that mean?’ replied Gladys, seeking further reassurance and clarity.


‘You and the baby will not go short,’ added Edward.


This was still not enough for Gladys; the situation could not just be financial. She needed to press the point further.


‘Edward, I can’t stay in Leeds with a baby out of wedlock. There would be too much scandal’.


‘Then you will have to come to Bolton,’ declared Edward.


‘But where would I stay?’


‘I’ll sort summat out,’ replied Edward, slipping into dialect.


He had not had the chance to think it through. Where exactly would she stay? Surely not in the family home. There wasn’t the room, and there was also the question of his mother, whose own reaction Edward could only guess at.


‘I’ll have to rent some rooms,’ he added.


It would be difficult given the demands of the new business but what choice did he have?


‘When do you think the baby will arrive?’


It was an obvious question but one which had been forgotten in their exchange. He needed to know how much time he had to organise matters.


‘Early next year,’ replied Gladys, only slightly more relaxed than when she shared the news. It was hard for her to be very certain on this aspect.


A quick calculation. It was over seven months away, and more than enough time to arrange some accommodation. Dismissing the timeline, Edward’s thoughts then turned to how he would convey the news of a new arrival to his mother and family back in Bolton. It was obvious to him what both his parents would expect, so it would be better to spare Gladys further worry about her future.


‘Gladys, we’ll have to wed,’ announced Edward.


Gladys looked at him visibly pleased at the suggestion. Edward’s responses until now had only been part of the answer; what she really wanted was a husband.


‘Yes, of course we shall, Edward.’


The conversation had lasted a matter of minutes but had set both of their lives on a course neither had expected a few short months ago. Gladys had not been sure what to expect from Edward, but he had more than met her needs. With that most difficult of subjects out of the way, Mr and Mrs Smith would endeavour to enjoy the rest of their short liaison in York: Edward had chosen to accept the situation and deal with it in the manner of his upbringing. Nonetheless, there was still the matter of telling his mother. While there would be time to ‘mentally practice’ conveying this not entirely welcome news, the prospect of facing her on this matter was not one that held much appeal.


Marriage and a child was not what he had in mind when he set out for Leeds earlier that day, but he might as well make the best of their time together. After all, it would be unlikely that regular visits to this part of the country would be part of their itinerary in the future.


***


It would be two weeks before Edward summoned up the courage to tell his mother. The weather in the first half of July had been mixed, much like his mood. The new business had been struggling to attract custom, and he had been trying to choose the right moment to tell his mother about Gladys and the baby. He wasn’t sure whether he should tell his father first but thought better of it. Mothers always wanted to hear news of this nature before anyone else; it would probably exacerbate the situation if his father knew before her. His communication plan settled, it was simply a case of choosing the right time.


One Saturday afternoon the opportunity presented itself. Annie had gone out with Tom, and his father had decided to go out for a walk. It wasn’t often that Edward had his mother to himself.


‘Ma, can I have a word?’ requested Edward.


‘I’m a little busy, Edward. Is it important?’ replied his mother.


She had decided to bake, and usually liked to do so without interruptions from other family members. Even Annie was not always welcome.


‘It is, Ma,’ affirmed Edward.


His mother looked up with a slightly irritated expression on her face.


‘I’m getting wed.’ Edward paused, waiting for a reaction.


His mother laughed.


‘Ma. It’s true I am getting married to someone in Leeds. Her name is Gladys and she’s with child,’ he added.


His mother looked surprised but less shocked than he expected.


‘Your army friend?’


Edward blushed at his mother’s sarcasm. She must have suspected for some time.


‘Gladys isn’t it?’ suggested his mother.


‘But, but how…….?’ Edward’s already teetering composure failed at her directness.


‘You dropped a letter under your bed months ago and forgot to pick it up. I found it while doing housework. It was the one where you were due to have some lunch with her parents. No one else knows about it, Edward……Yet!’


His mother might have known about Gladys but could not have known about the baby. It was a surprise to find that his mother knew about her, but a relief that she had known nothing about the baby.


‘You will be marrying this woman because of a baby, Edward?’


‘Ma! How did you know?’ said Edward, genuinely unnerved by the apparent prescience of his mother.


‘I didn’t, but it would not be the first time this sort of thing has happened. What am I supposed to think when you announce your intention to marry and we haven’t even met her?’


‘I do love her, Ma,’ said Edward, attempting to deflect his mother’s criticism.


‘I should hope so; getting a girl into trouble like that.’ His mother was obviously unhappy, but perhaps less so than she would have been had the letter not been found. In retrospect, dropping the letter was a stroke of luck.


‘When are you getting married?’


Another direct question. Edward hadn’t got that far yet.


‘Soon.’ It was all he could muster.


Emma knew her son very well. She had considered objecting shortly after finding Edward’s letter, but had taken the view that the distance between Bolton and Leeds would doom the relationship. It was perhaps better to leave it be.


But she had clearly been wrong. Edward had got himself into difficulties as he often had as a child. Emma decided that despite his rather large mistake, at least he had made the right decision about marriage. For her it was now a question of how to manage the family’s reputation; it was a case of social damage control. Perhaps if handled in the right way gossip could be avoided, or at least managed.


‘You’ll be getting married in Leeds, Edward? A wedding here might be…er…difficult to arrange. Father Farley will not be easy to persuade,’ suggested his mother.


‘Yes, Ma. I’ll be visiting Leeds next week to talk to Gladys about it,’ replied Edward.


‘Has Gladys told her parents, Edward?’


‘No, not that I know of. We will both talk to them when we decide what to do about the wedding.’


‘There is a lot to arrange and much to discuss, Edward,’ said his mother somewhat doubtfully. ‘I will deal with your father, Annie and Thomas. Don’t say anything just yet.’


It was a command rather than a request, although overall her words were something of a relief. Indeed, the whole conversation could have been far less amenable than it actually was. It had been fortunate that his mother had already known about Gladys and had been prepared for at least part of it.


‘Keep me informed, Edward,’ said his mother returning to her baking. ‘I don’t want any more surprises.’


Emma’s thoughts were not entirely on the task in front of her. There was much to think about: a grandchild; a daughter-in-law; where they would live, and of course how to contain any gossip. It would not be easy, but she was sure that things would work themselves out, as they always had done. And a wedding in Leeds would certainly help control the more inquisitive members of Bolton’s Catholic social circle. No one would have to know the exact circumstances of their silent courtship; she would conjure up a satisfactory explanation in good time.


***


During Edward’s next visit to Leeds they announced their engagement to Gladys’s parents. They had come to like Edward and received the news very well, at least until they were told of the real reason. Gladys had softened her mother up before sharing her news but had omitted to tell her about her ‘other news’. After the elation of the announcement, the topic of conversation soon moved to plans for a wedding. Edward and Gladys had already agreed that what they needed was something discrete, and very quick, which of course meant a civil ceremony. When her parents started to probe they had little choice but to tell them the rest.
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