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In court or city honour,


So great a man I’ll be—


You’ll forget the little Plough Boy


Who whistled o’er the lea….


Traditional English Folk-song
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‘Oral history’ is what we call works made by a writer who conducts extensive in-depth interviews with a subject or subjects; then edits, structures and refines the verbatim transcripts so as to produce a seamless account of the subject(s) in their own words. Oral historians absent themselves from the texts they make, though their personal interests and skills will tend to shine through. At its best, oral history possesses unique qualities of immediacy and narrativity; and there has been no more admired practitioner of the form in English than Tony Parker.


Parker’s reputation is founded upon eighteen discrete works of oral history which he published across a professional writing career that began in 1962 and ended with his death in 1996 (though one further work, a study of his great American counterpart Studs Terkel, appeared posthumously). Obituaries for Parker served a powerful reminder of the high esteem in which he was held by colleagues and contemporaries, both for his qualities as a man and for his incredible dexterity as an interviewer and editor. Colin Ward wrote in the Independent, ‘His triumphs were the result of his gentleness and modesty, which led the most taciturn or suspicious of people to open up with confidences they would not dream of revealing to more self-assertive questioners.’ ‘The power of his silence’, Roger Graef noted in the Guardian, ‘created a vacuum which invited others to fill it.’ More than one elegist cited the famous words of Parker’s close friend the psychologist Anthony Storr: ‘Tony Parker’s ears are a national treasure.’


Parker excelled as a silent witness, a man who listened with care; but he was also a man of strong personal and political conviction, rooted in the left. Oral history has no inherent caste or complexion but it is probably fair to say that Parker was especially moved by examples of injustice, inequality and unfairness in our society, and was driven to give a voice to people otherwise neglected or marginalised. His work doesn’t sit in any traditional academic canon of sociology, ethnography or criminology. But for anyone who read Parker’s matchlessly intimate portraits of these marginal figures – from convicted murderers to homeless people and unmarried mothers – the effect was to transform our perceptions of the human society and systems that we share.


Tony Parker was born in Stockport on 25 June 1923, the son of a bookseller. His mother died when he was four. He began to write poems and plays in his late teens. Called up to military service early in the Second World War he declared himself a conscientious objector and, in lieu, was sent to work at a coal-mine in the North East, where he observed conditions and met people who influenced him hugely. After the war he began to work as a publisher’s representative and, voluntarily, as a prison visitor – the latter another important stimulus to his subsequent writings. It is believed that Parker was especially galvanised, too, by the infamous case of Christopher Craig and Derek Bentley, in which nineteen-year-old Bentley (illiterate, epileptic and judged by his national service examiner to be ‘mentally substandard’) was hanged for the murder of a police officer, though the fatal shot had been fired by sixteen-year-old Craig.


After Parker happened to make the acquaintance of BBC radio producer Paul Stephenson, and imparted his growing interest in the lives, opinions and self-perceptions of the prisoners he had met, he was given by Stephenson the opportunity to record an interview with a particular convict for broadcast on the BBC. The text of the interview was printed in the Listener, and spotted by the publishers Hutchinson as promising material for a book. This duly emerged as The Courage of His Convictions (1962), for which Parker and the career criminal ‘Robert Allerton’ (a pseudonym) were jointly credited as authors. In the coherence of the book’s organisation; in the candour and insight elicited from the subject; in the very human quality of pawky humour; and in the discernible intent to challenge prejudices and illuminate neglected or hidden aspects of our society – the book exhibits all of the virtues that were to make Tony Parker’s body of work so vital and cherishable.  


So much of Parker’s oeuvre has been out for print for so long that Faber Finds is hugely pleased and proud to be returning a dozen of his titles to availability in 2013. These are The Courage Of His Convictions (1962), The Unknown Citizen (1963), The Plough Boy (1965), Five Women (1965), A Man Of Good Abilities (1967), People of the Streets (1968), The Twisting Lane: Some Sex Offenders (1969), The Frying Pan: A Prison and its Prisoners (1970), In No Man’s Land: Some Unmarried Mothers (1972), The People of Providence: A Housing Estate and Some of Its Inhabitants (1983), Soldier, Soldier (1985) and Red Hill: A Mining Community (1986). As such, Parker’s vital invitation to all of us to think, and think again, has been renewed: readers old and new are warmly commended to take up the challenge.





Richard T Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


March 2013
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Scene Setting
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His name is Michael John Davies.


Passing in the street, you would not notice him; even sitting next to him on a bus it is unlikely you would remember afterwards having seen him. If you had been casually introduced in a pub or at a party, and had half an hour’s conversation with him and a few others in a group, a few days later if his name were mentioned you would have to think hard before you could recall exactly which one of them he was.


Just over thirty years of age, height medium, and medium build. Black hair neatly trimmed, brushed back from the forehead; grey-green eyes, a large nose but not a particularly big one. A straight full mouth, lifting slightly at the corners, high cheek-bones, a rounded jaw; symmetrical features, clean-shaven. In every way a pleasant ordinary face, neither very ugly nor outstandingly good-looking, and in no way striking or memorable.


His clothes would attract no attention either; they cover but do not individualise: nothing suggests a hidden desire for self-expression in an unexpected flare of colour or an exaggerated cut. They are simple, neat, well kept, unostentatious. Like his personality, in a minor key. His voice is quiet with little modulation, his movements smooth and undramatic. He enters conversations and rooms, or leaves them, almost unnoticed. He is not one whom eyes automatically follow, whose presence or absence is immediately marked or known or felt.


Married, with a house in a side street in a suburb, going out to work early in the morning, coming back at the end of every day to domesticity. A filling meal, shoes off and feet up on the couch with a cushion, cups of tea or coffee, long looks at the telly, yawns and to bed. Or sometimes a bit of work about the house: mending a broken windowpane, putting in a new power point or two, unblocking the sink.


In total a usual man, living an ordinary life. An idling happiness or at least content, one of thousands of thousands of ordinary stable citizens, hard-working, likeable, unexceptional, harmless, bothering no one.


If someone were to say what is true—that he is lucky to be alive, this man—then looking more closely you might begin to imagine you could see a few confirmatory signs. A slight sense of unease, an occasional uncertainty in the expression on the face; nothing much more. The arms too rigidly folded sometimes, or a faint flicker of muscle in the cheek; a sudden half-sideways glance as though a word had been spoken and missed somewhere behind him. But only these mere hints of something held down, pushed back, a sense of living on time borrowed from time, but adjusted to it.


A nearly fatal illness a few years ago: a lucky escape in a bad accident at work: possibly even something like shipwreck, with rescue only just in time. Something like that, you would think, perhaps. But it would have to be suggested first: otherwise the thought would not occur. You could meet him half a dozen times and he would seem no different from anyone else. You could work with him every day, as those who work with him every day now do, and never know what he is, and who he is, and why he is lucky to be alive.


It would be impossible to guess that he was once sentenced to death for murder.


*


He was a lout, a thug, a hooligan, a tearaway, a gang-leader of Teddy boys, a butcher, a killer. He stabbed a young boy to death in a disgraceful and pointless brawl, at the head of a mob of vicious brutes who set on four defenceless others merely because one of them had made a rude remark. That hand—twelve years ago it held a knife and slashed it down into the back of a helpless beaten-up boy, plunged it into another one’s stomach and into a third’s shoulder. Those eyes—twelve years ago they burned with violence, with contempt, with an evil and killing hate. That voice—one night twelve years ago it was cursing and shouting obscenities, whipping up the rest of a gang into pursuit, mob violence, and a murder….


Or so they say.


 *


Or, putting it another way and from another point of view—twelve years ago this meek and inoffensive young man was fighting a desperate losing lonely battle in the dock of Number One Court at the Old Bailey against the full weight and majesty of English law, which was set on crushing him, eradicating him, wiping him away as though he were a foul stain on society, with no right to live longer because he was a completely worthless human being who deserved only to die at the end of a rope. The Law sought the supreme penalty for this miscreant, than whose judicial execution nothing less would suffice—otherwise civilisation’s fabric would crumble, justice would be defeated, revenge would be unexacted, and the law-abiding would have been unable to sleep easy, or safely, in their beds. In robes and wigs the Law hunted him, armed with the weapons of fine intellect; cornered him with evidence, shot him through with logic, and got a verdict from the jury that he deserved to die. Then they were satisfied that truth had prevailed, justice had been upheld for all to see as shining bright and pure….


Or so they said.
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‘The particulars of a terrible murder’, wrote a Clapham historian, ‘serve to remind us that our borough has always been remarkably free, comparatively speaking, from crimes of a brutal description. Indeed, in a long record going back over two hundred years, this is the only really startling event which has ever occurred here.’


Thomas Parsons, a member of the Clapham Antiquarian Society whose reminiscences were published in 1929, was referring then to the murder of Mrs. Richards, who had been robbed and beaten to death in her house near the Common in 1823. And from the viewpoint of an antiquarian of the 1920’s Clapham’s past could be looked back on only with comfort, benevolence, and pride. It was thought that Caius Julius Caesar had probably traversed the Common in 54 B.C. before making his crossing of the Thames, particularly if he had used the ford at Batter sea. Almost certainly the Romans had at one time made a road across it, since it lay on the direct line of one of the six roads they were known to have made which converged on London.


By the end of the seventeenth century the Common was a thickly wooded, gorse-covered, and partially boggy morass. In its depths lived foxes and polecats, and the few roads crossing it were usually impassable. But houses were being built round its edges, and the neighbourhood was becoming popular as a residential one for merchants and professional men from the City. Living there at one time were five Governors of the Bank of England and the retired Admiralty official and diarist Samuel Pepys, who died in 1703 at his home on North Side. A stage-coach service was established and ran daily to and from Gracechurch Street. The accessibility which this gave the area increased its popularity with the moneyed classes.


The last highwayman made his last hold-up near the Common in 1801. By then the population of Clapham was almost 4,000 and large houses were standing in wide gardens all round the Common. A Mrs. Fenning kept a school on North Side for young lady boarders: two of them were visited regularly by their brother Percy Bysshe Shelley, who fell in love with one of their fellow-scholars, the sixteen-year-old Harriet Westbrook. He wrote to his friend James Hogg: ‘Harriet is gone to her prison house. She is quite well in health; at least she says so, though she looks very much otherwise. I saw her yesterday with her sister and we walked about Clapham Common together for two hours.’ Six months later Shelley and Harriet eloped.


The Common on which they had walked was a place of great rural beauty, with waving poplars and towering elms and limes. In the middle of it was a drinking fountain, and nearby an acacia tree, with benches to sit on underneath.


By the middle of the nineteenth century the population was just over 8,500. Like so many of the smaller places which once surrounded London, Clapham was being slowly absorbed, as methods of public transport developed and increased, into the metropolis itself. But the Common still remained open land, fresh and refreshing to those who came to it. William Makepeace Thackeray wrote: ‘Of all the pretty suburbs that adorn our capital, there are few that exceed in charm Clapham Common.’


For the local historians looking back from the 1920’s it was a rich, leisured, and a pride-inspiring scene. But modern change irrevocably came quickly. Before the 1914–18 war private developers had built extensively over Wandsworth and its sub-district of Clapham; soon after the end of it the population of Clapham alone had reached 50,000 and the Borough and London County Councils were exercising determined controls to keep building development in their own hands. The population increase was halted: it stood at about 60,000 at the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, when Clapham was immediately designated an evacuation area. A large part of the Common was requisitioned by the military authorities as an anti-aircraft gun site, and other parts were used as a tip for the soil excavated during the construction of deep air-raid shelters. During the war a total of 42,000 missiles fell in the borough: over 1,300 people were killed and a further 6,000 injured. There was one period of ninety-five consecutive days and nights during which there was at least one air-raid alert every twelve hours.


At the end of the war there was again an enormous demand for housing from a population which had risen two years later to nearly 90,000. The great and almost insuperable problem facing the local authorities was that nearly all available land had long since been built-over. Some attempts to solve it on a short-term basis were made by the rapid erection of temporary prefabricated houses, large numbers of which were built on the Common; and on a more permanent basis by an extensive programme of council housing-estate development and the construction of large new blocks of flats.


The first post-war Clapham Guide, issued in 1948, noted the planning but seemed hardly to comprehend its implications. The Guide was intended, wrote the editor in his foreword, ‘to be a Handbook which will be worthy of a district so rich in historical and residential interest, and to uphold and maintain the glorious traditions of Clapham’. It gave details of the History Circle, of ‘Music in Clapham’, the golf Club, the Camera Club, the Society for the Relief of the homeless Poor, and the local branch of The British Women’s Total Abstinence Union. Among the described ‘Facilities on Clapham Common’ were two cricket pitches, nine football pitches, four netball courts, two bowling greens, six hard tennis courts, an eighteen-hole putting green, and a boating and paddling pool for children.


There was no mention of youth clubs. Of the new human element which post-war housing had already brought, of young people growing up with time on their hands, and nothing to interest them in what to their eyes could only be a very dull area, there was no awareness at all. Yet unknown to most of its long-established residents the old Clapham had gone for ever and would never exist again, except in the desperately fostered nostalgia of its increasingly outnumbered and, it must have seemed to them at times, increasingly  beleaguered middle class.


A new class had arisen in importance, and for the first time in its long history of struggle against poverty and privilege it had money. Not the inherited capital of forefathers, and never in very large sums, but a regular income from full employment. Work paid this week’s rent, and this week’s food and clothing; next week the necessities of life would be paid for, and the week after, and all the weeks after that. Parents whose own childhoods had periods of suffering resulting from their fathers’ unemployment began to feel not only that they wanted their children to have a better time than they had had, but that it was within their power to give it to them. And if the children got into mischief occasionally sometimes it meant involvement with the police and sometimes it did not. It was a risk, a hazard of the occupation of childhood only, but not much more.


But to the young themselves, many of whom still lived in dreary ‘buildings’ seriously short of living-space, the financially secure parental background which they accepted as normal, because they had no experience of anything else, provided them only with a home to spend as little time in as possible. Except for the fortunate few who had individual hobbies, the outlets for the cure of spare-time boredom were chiefly limited to the cinema, the dance-hall, and the amusement arcade, where the most important thing in life was to have friends—of one’s own age, who lived in the same secret country of adolescence, and not in the foreign one of adults.


They grouped together in the arcades and dance-halls and cinemas, living their private in-group lives, at times vicariously in the spurious world of films to such an extent that the violence spilled out in the cinemas. Tough ushers had to be employed; some made themselves so unpopular they were attacked in the street.


At the beginning of the 1950’s the young appeared to many to be a new kind of race who were invading the country. There was little sign of any desire either to help or understand them, and the only result of publicity was to convince adolescents that everything they did was important. It separated them even more sharply from adults, from ‘them’.


Employers were reluctant to take on boys who were going to be called up in a year or two; the future for a young man could not begin until after he had done his national service. In the period between school-leaving and call-up he was living in a kind of vacuum in which his only sense of belonging came when he was with his friends.


In such groups the best-liked and most influential were often those who symbolised the group’s attitudes and feelings, who clearly demonstrated their separation from outside values and influences; by coming into open conflict with adult society, by appearing in court and being admonished or punished. Far from deterring them or lessening their influence, it gave them new status; just as to undergraduates in Trafalgar Square on Guy Fawkes’ night it used to be a special mark of distinction to be one of those arrested, so to them being in the hands of the police was a stage in graduation. Actually to have been to borstal or prison was almost the equivalent of having a degree.


Ostracised and feared by many, the young men spurned the many and tried to give them reason to be afraid. They fought, they swaggered, and they wore defiantly the clothes that were their uniform; they struggled amongst themselves and against the society around them, to be noticed and to be important, causing fear and being themselves afraid. They hid behind gregarious bravado like children at a party screaming with delight when all wear hideous masks. To some the masks were pretence: but to others they were the only reality.
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Of the Common itself, how much may be said still! It is a noble expanse, rescued from the invading bricks and mortar which surround it; the lifegiving air of the place cannot be confined, and as it blows fresh and free it fills the lungs of the many youthful athletes, who gain new life in their healthy pastime. No other place near this great Metropolis has been trodden by more worthy men. It seems as if its free air and wide expanse has communicated a spirit of freedom to its inhabitants. Fresh air has awakened bright thoughts; cramped and confined notions have no place in its ample area. The genius of the spot, if such a divinity exists, is here that of liberty and progress.


J. W. Grover: Old Clapham 1887





Nine o’clock on the evening of Thursday, July the 2nd, 1953.


Around the bandstand, as usual that summer on Thursdays when it was fine, the local youths and girls had gathered. Nearly 200 of them altogether, this night. A few dancing, but most just standing in groups watching and chatting, drinking tea or minerals at the café at the side, or sitting round the edge of the tarmac on the seats and benches under the trees.


A warm cloudy evening with little sun, the air heavy and still, as though the hot spell was going to break. They had been hot, the days of that week, all of them with temperatures up near the eighties until this slightly cooler day. No rain yet. That was to come later, for the first time in six days—but not until after midnight, and not until after other things.


Away up in Chelsea a 137 bus was making its way round Sloane Square, and on down Lower Sloane Street. Stopping  and starting as passengers got on and off, winding its usual cross-Town route that had begun in Highgate and would end at Crystal Palace. But not until later; the 137 bus was going to be delayed tonight before it reached its south London terminus.


The groups around the bandstand were in constant movement and constantly changed. They dissolved into each other, split into new groups, grew big, grew small. Dancers tired or got bored, rested and talked and watched: those who had been onlookers now and again had a dance. ‘How much is that Doggie in the Window’ played the band, and ‘She Wears Red Feathers and a Hula-Hula Skirt’. ‘The Moulin Rouge Theme’ was becoming popular that summer too, but hadn’t yet reached the hit parade.


A mile from the Common a dark energetic middle-aged woman moved about her small terraced house in a street of small terraced houses, smoking incessantly, cleaning and tidying and washing up, listening idly to the wireless, passing the time until her son came home from his evening with his pals up on the Common, for his drink of cocoa and a biscuit before he went to bed. He was not going to be late tonight. It would be half past ten like always: there would be nothing different from any other night that she could ever afterwards recall.


‘I Believe’ played the band, and ‘Broken Wings’. The girls danced with other girls. Not many of the boys would dance, they would not be seen to show interest in girls. Instead they stood and watched the others, and watched the others standing and watching them. They were smart, these boys, and, being smartly dressed, were there to see and be seen. Long hair pouring in an often-combed wave over the forehead, sideblinds down the cheek. And their suits: long jackets fully draped at the back, deep lapels sometimes of velvet; tapered trousers without turn-ups, drainpipes crinkling down on to heavy black shoes with thick crêpe soles. The Edwardian style, introduced originally by the Mayfair effete, but quickly abandoned when they saw it imitated over the river by the working-class boys who could afford good clothes for the first time in their lives. Above the suits the proletarian faces seemed at first incongruous, uneasy, as though they didn’t fit. But money had been saved hard to get them; they cost twenty to thirty pounds, and the wearers persevered, wore them as uniform, status marks, and were proud and preened themselves. By those who thought they were better-class they were laughed at, derided, called ‘Teddy boys’. But not with much more than mild amusement, not with hostility in those days, or contempt, or fear. That was to come later. After this night particularly, after this night first, and then after other things.


The bus crossed Chelsea Bridge, went down Queenstown Road, round Queen’s Circus, on. Upstairs in a front seat two girls who worked together in the same office had a long way still to go, almost to the end of the route, and were looking forward to getting home. They would be delayed. Two thousand miles away on a boat crossing the Indian Ocean another girl was looking forward to coming home; it was three and a half years since she had been back.


It was past sunset and the band had finished playing. The musicians were packing away their instruments. Some of the youths and girls were still standing or strolling on the tarmac, some of them were walking away across the Common, going home. One of the boys saw two girls he liked the look of from the back, and watched to see which way they would go. Another saw four boys who were strangers on the Common, sitting in pairs on two benches, facing each other with their legs stretched out across to the opposite seats. He tried to push between them and make them take their legs down, saying provocatively, ‘Let me pass, please.’


The four kept their legs up, looking at him stonily, their eyes flicking over his Teddy-boy suit. As he turned away, baulked, one of them said softly, ‘Flash cunt.’ The youth turned back and looked at them. Then he walked over to a group of boys standing at the edge of the tarmac; he spoke to them, gesturing with his hand back towards the strangers.


The four pulled their legs down, got up to leave. They were on the Common and they were not Clapham boys; and the group to which the youth was talking were. They moved away round by the café, away from the bandstand; when they got to the other side of it they felt safe enough to walk slowly along one of the paths leading north off the Common, like any others who were walking there that evening too. But as they reached the drinking fountain in the middle of the path, suddenly behind them were running feet. Before they could get away a group was round them in attack.


One of the four lashed out with his fist, one of the attackers went down. Somebody hit one of the four, and he went down. He got up and knocked somebody else down. Two knocked him down, and while he was on the ground somebody started to kick him. Two others out of the four went down, were kicked, got up, knocked some of the attackers down, kicked them. Then the four broke free.


They started to run. One went away to the right of the path, over the grass. One went along another path, towards the far corner of the Common. Two ran along the continuation of the path from the fountain, due north towards the main road. The attackers split up, some chasing one, some another, some after the two. The four, in their different directions, gradually outdistanced those who pursued.


The one who had gone to the right over the grass looked round after a while and saw no one was after him any more, and he was safe. He ran off the Common, walked down the street to the Tube station, got on a train, and went home. The one who had gene towards the far corner too was safe after a hard run, and could see no one behind him. He went round to the square where the buses waited, and caught one and went home.


The two running due north came to the main road. Ahead of them, where a side road came into it, were traffic lights: waiting to move off was a 137 bus. They ran across the road and jumped on to it as it began to move, staying on the platform until they could get their breath back. The bus turned into the main road, went fifty yards, and pulled-up at a request stop. Waiting at it were a group of the pursuers. They dragged the two off again, on to the pavement, and attacked them there.


The bus started to move away from the stop. One of the attacked boys caught hold of the handrail and pulled himself back on. The other broke away from the attackers and began to run. He went just over a hundred yards and then stopped, leaning back against a low wall with some railings on it, outside a block of flats. The attackers followed and caught up with him. By the time the bus went slowly past he was on his own again; the boys who had been round him had run away. He was in a half-sitting position on the pavement, sagging lower and lower down the wall.


The bus stopped once more. Some of the passengers got off to go to the boy on the pavement. Two of them crossed the road and spoke to a group of boys standing on the other side in front of a church. One went into the block of flats, and used a telephone to call the police and an ambulance. The group of boys by the church disappeared. Somebody folded up a coat and put it under the head of the boy on the pavement.


He was badly hurt. He had nine knife wounds, three of them cuts and six of them stabs. At 9.42 p.m. a policeman arrived and stayed with him until the ambulance came. A girl stayed with him too. He was taken to Bolingbroke Hospital, Wandsworth, and given a blood transfusion. But it did not save him: an hour later he was dead.


His name was John Beckley, and he was aged seventeen.
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Eleven years later the youths who had been involved in the attacking and killing of John Beckley were grown men. Some of them still lived in the Clapham area, while others had moved away. Some could still be found, and others could not. Some would not talk: and others could, and would, and did.


And this is what they said at different times in different conversations in pubs, cafés, furnished rooms, or on street corners—some of those who, eleven years before, because they usually hung about near the pub in the centre of Clapham, had been known in those days as ‘The Plough Boys’….


*


(1) There must have been, oh I dunno, a couple of hundred young people, boys and girls, who were up on the Common most nights in the summer when it was fine. No, they weren’t all Plough Boys, nothing like. You see, people talk about ‘gangs’ as though they were something that existed—but they never did really, not in any organised way, nothing really like that at all.


You just went around with a group of fellers you knew, that was all there was to it. But there you were, that was it, in the eyes of other people you was ‘a gang’. Personally I don’t think we was ever organised enough or, what’s the word, cohesive enough. We were just a bunch of lads with nothing much to do, nothing much to think about, and we knocked around most times together because we all lived round about the same area. If we were off our own manor, people might say ‘There’s the Plough Boys’, you know—but it wasn’t nothing you had a membership card for, you weren’t elected to the gang, nothing like that.


*


(2) Kids. That’s all we were, just a bunch of daft kids. We didn’t think so, mind you—we thought we was big and grown up and tough. We tried to act as though we were too. But underneath we was still kids, showing off—I think that was it, showing off to each other and to other people, trying to be important.


Some of us came from bad homes, certainly, but some of us didn’t, so I don’t see that can be offered as an excuse. It was often the worst ones who came from the best homes, really. We was all in a way egging each other on all the time. We were the only ones who mattered, we were the only ones who understood what it was like to be young. Nobody else had ever been young before, we thought, I suppose. But I don’t think it was all our own fault we were like we was: the grown-ups seemed to have forgotten what it was like to be young too.


*


(3) I think the only way I can try and put over the general atmosphere is—well, this is the best way I can think of, looking back at it now, to try and say what I mean. It seemed to be somehow that the war was over and we’d missed out on it, and yet it was still going on, if you know what I mean. It was in the atmosphere all the time, there was a kind of perpetual carry-over from it. The best-selling books were war books and the most popular films at the cinemas were war films. People didn’t seem able to have enough of it, somehow they didn’t want to let it go. Perhaps because the war years had meant something to them, been full of excitement and comradeship and a bit of glory, and in the end it had all turned out all right and we’d won—so people were still looking back at it as a kind of game. That went on for quite a long time after the war, you know, the feeling was in the air you breathed, you could sense it all round you—older people looking back on it with excitement and pleasure, almost, as something to be enjoyed.


Well, we’d missed out on it, on the fighting part of it, and we grew up into a time when it was too late to take part. If we’d been born ten years earlier most of us would have been in the army and been fighting soldiers; the way we were behaving would have made some of us into heroes, it would have been acceptable and commendable, you know.


I don’t say this to excuse it, I’m simply trying to give you a picture of what I think was one aspect of the feeling underlying some of our behaviour. We were reacting to the atmosphere of the time. Of course, it wasn’t long before we really did find ourselves actually at war—not with the enemy abroad, but with grown-ups and their forces of law-and-order. After a time you got a sort of feeling that you were living almost like a member of a commando group in a hostile country.


I expect it sounds a bit fanciful, but it’s the nearest I can get to trying to put over that one aspect—the sort of excitement you got from behaving in the way that annoyed and horrified everybody.


*


(4) I dunno how it was to others. I only know how it was to me. I was born the wrong side of the Law—I always have been the wrong side of it, I reckon I always will be. I come from what’s called ‘a bad home background’—p’raps that’s the reason for it, I dunno. I mixed with the local lads, I was one of them cos I was born round there, they were my mates, they were the ones I knew where I was with. The police weren’t my mates, I hated them as long as I can remember.


I just went on my own way, if nobody bothered me I didn’t bother nobody else. If there was a fight, sure, I’d join in it anytime. Didn’t matter what it was about. I liked fighting. I didn’t like working, I didn’t like straight people, in fact I didn’t know anybody who was straight and I didn’t want to.


*


(5) I don’t quite know how I got into it really, it just sort of seemed to grow with you. The longer you went on, the older you got, the more you seemed not to like what grown-ups thought you should like. You started just by being noisy and a bit of a show-off when you were with the others, you used a bit of bad language and had one or two fights amongst yourselves, and before you knew where you was the lot of you’d been told not to come around that place anymore—a café p’raps, or a cinema, something like that. Then you found people were even telling you not to come in to places before you’d ever been near them, they’d say if they saw you and your mates around they’d send for the Law straight off.


The one place we couldn’t ever get barred from was the Common; that was open land and we could go up there and do pretty well what we liked, and no one could bar us from that. So that was why we most of us went up there such a lot, I think, because it was our place.


’Course one of the results of it was that after a time we began to think—and behave—like we owned it. We got into a sort of attitude that if other people were on the Common, that was their look-out; it was our place and we could do what we liked on it. And when other lads came up there, well, we naturally thought the same as they’d have thought if we’d gone round their places. We thought they was looking for trouble. So we weren’t too fussy about giving it to them.


There was different lots of lads from all over the place—the Latchmere Lot, the Brixton Boys, the Elephant Mob. If you were on your own and they caught you, they’d do you up. So if you caught some of them, you did them up, know what I mean?


*


(6) Most of the girls were like we were, at a loose end most of the time, didn’t know what to do with themselves. A few of them were right scrubbing-brushes, but on the other hand some of them were real nice girls, well brought up and all that, didn’t like violence, didn’t like bad language. But all of them usually kept in little groups on their own, just standing and talking. One or two of them had regular boy-friends, there’s some of them married to some of the lads now that they were knocking around with then.


*


(7) Oh yes, there were leaders in a sense, but only in what you might call a negative kind of way. They exerted a bit of influence now and again in the background; they might say ‘All right, knock it off, fellers’ when they were doing a lot of noise-making or causing trouble somewhere. The rest of us would do what they said: but that was about all there was to it. At times the leaders could start trouble too, if they felt like it, by saying ‘All right, fellers, let’s go over so-and-so and do up such-and-such a lot’, or ‘Let’s go down the Elephant to one of the cinemas and stir ’em up.’ Things like that, you know?


Yes, in that sense I suppose you could call me personally one of the leaders, even though I was very young. I could usually count on having a few friends handy, certainly.


How did you become a leader? Well, I should say you needed a bit of brains, a bit of talk, a bit of being prepared to turn nasty, and a lot of acting ability to carry you through situations that might turn out awkward for you. I’ll give you an example: you might be walking down a street and suddenly round the corner would come four or five fellers who you knew would do you up if you gave them half a chance. So you didn’t wait for them to start something, you made out you were going to start it yourself. You’d pick on the biggest, or the one you knew was the worst, and you’d front him up straight off. You’d say ‘All right you, I’ll start with you first, I’ll take you one at a time beginning with you’.


Then they’d tell you it was O.K., they weren’t looking for a fight, they hadn’t been thinking about it even, what were you getting so excited about? So you’d let them calm you down. It all added to your reputation of being a terrible tearaway who was always looking for a fight—in fact you were so keen you’d try and tackle four or five blokes all on your own. And, of course, word got around about it, your reputation got built up when actually you hadn’t done anything at all except look like you would.


The other important thing was to make sure you knew the right people. Just like it is in any other walk of life, it’s not who you are but who you know. The right people naturally were the big villains with plenty of form behind them. Once you got known as a friend of theirs, people would think twice before they started anything with you, in case you got some of your friends to go after them.


Occasionally you had to be prepared to do a few things yourself, to frighten people, but on the whole it wasn’t difficult to get yourself a reputation for being somebody it was best to keep on the right side of.


*


(8) I don’t know why it should be, but I’ve always somehow liked thieves and criminals, most of them anyway. They’re good people to know, they’re interesting, they’re funny, and in their own way they’re ‘straight’. You get a load of them in a pub or some place and it’s interesting just to stand there and hear them talk. After a while you become known as reliable, and you’re accepted as one of them. Then after a bit people start pushing little jobs in your way, so you say ‘Yes, I’m game’. You’re only a kid at the time, remember, and you think it’s all rather exciting: this is really living, you think. So you go along with it, and then one day you wake up to the fact that you’re more one of them than you are of any other group, you’re more criminal than you are straight, and you kind of slide into their way of thinking and looking at things. Then one morning you wake up and you look in the mirror and you say, ‘Christ, I’m in it, that’s what I am, I’m a criminal’. It ought to excite you, but it doesn’t, you don’t really feel very good about it at all. But you think: ‘How the hell am I going to get out?’ So you just go on living, hoping one day it’ll all sort of fade away, but it doesn’t. You get caught, you get sent to prison, and you think: ‘That’s it, that’s the lot, I’m turning it in.’ But you don’t come out like that: by the time you’ve been inside mixing with all the others you start thinking like they do, and when you come out you just go on thinking the same way. After a time you stop struggling about it, and you decide you’ll make as good a job of it as possible—or as bad a job, depending on which way you’re looking at it. But that’s what you are, and you’re stuck with it.


*


(9) Fighting? Yes, you have to be ready to have a go any time, otherwise people start saying you’ve lost your bottle. Well, ‘bottle’ means—how shall I put it, spirit, guts, courage, something like that. It’s the worst thing that could be said about you, that you’d lost your bottle. The opposite would be ‘He’s a sticker’, something like that, ‘He’s a right sticker’—that means he won’t run away in a fight, he’ll stay there and fight it out. One of those lads we attacked, he was a right sticker, he was a good lad—big feller, took a lot of knocking down, and then as soon as he was down he’d up and flatten you, know what I mean? I liked him for that.


*


(10) Fighting, yes, there was lots of it all the time. That was what we went up the Common for, mostly, looking for a fight.


The Law made a big thing out of how many of us there were, and how few of them, but I’ve never been able to see it that way myself. We didn’t know how many of them there were, there might have been a dozen or more for all we knew, in fact we might have been well outnumbered any minute if they’d had a lot of their friends up there with them that night. It wasn’t a cricket game, you didn’t have eleven-a-side, you know what I mean? You just see a few of your mates having a scrap, and you go and join in—you’ve got to join in if your mates are in a fight. I suppose if it turns out afterwards there was far more of you than there was of them, it looks bad to other people—but you’re not thinking about it like that yourself at the time.


I bet there wasn’t one of us there that night who hadn’t at some time or another been caught in exactly that sort of situation but the other way round. I mean, I’m not kidding you, in those days if you went down a street and walked into a handful of fellers who didn’t like you, they’d do you up. All right, you said to yourself afterwards, it was my turn. Then another night you’d be with a few fellers yourself and you’d see somebody you didn’t like, and you do him up.


*


(11) Stone me, I thought we’d all have got ten years apiece the night we did that boy up and he died. That’s what we was all expecting, I can tell you that. I mean, it’d gone a bit far, hadn’t it? The boy was done up and then they took him to hospital and he was dead. We’d all done it, we’d all been in it, and it was obvious something was going to happen for it, wasn’t it?


What did we do? Well, what you would have done—we all hung on, same as anyone else would, and hoped no one’d find out who was responsible for it. We was all running around on the Common, at the bus stop, on the pavement, everywhere—so we just sat tight and hoped the Law’d not find out nothing they could work on.
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