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This memoir is based on my own recollection of events, many long past.


They may not always be exactly as others recall them.


Any mistakes are my own.




Foreword


This is a brilliant book about a legendary career, a colourful tale of the great days of black and white photojournalism in Fleet Street. When John Downing first entered ‘the Black Lubyanka,’ the imposing Art Deco headquarters of the Daily Express in the 1950s, the broadsheet newspaper sold three million copies a day and employed sixty-four staff photographers and fourteen freelancers, as well as others posted around the world.


Their images were jiggled into life in trays of chemicals in darkrooms. In the newsrooms the soundtrack of the day was beaten out by chainsmoking journalists hammering away at ancient manual typewriters producing copy that fed the thundering printing presses that made the building shake. The ‘street of ink’ that John remembers was also known as the ‘street of drink,’ and he fondly identifies its many drinking establishments where reporters and photographers lubricated their days with industrial quantities of alcohol.


John worked his way from a darkroom apprenticeship to become one of the world’s top news photographers. He captured some of the greatest stories of the day in an era when expenses were legendary. The crime correspondent persuaded the newspaper to pay for a flat in Park Lane while a foreign correspondent claimed the cost of a camel during an assignment in the Middle East. When he was challenged about the whereabouts of the animal, ‘...he replied – quick as a flash – ‘Thanks for reminding me. The poor thing died and I forgot to put in a claim for its disposal.’


Aperture: Life Through a Fleet Street Lens was written with the assistance of former journalist Wendy Holden once John knew he was dying of cancer. In a life lived on deadlines, time was short and with Wendy’s help he tells a compelling story, full of tales that you can imagine hearing in one of Fleet Street’s many watering holes. As a student in London in the late seventies who aspired to be a journalist I sometimes used to walk down Fleet Street in the early hours as lorries loaded with newspapers or bales of newsprint manoeuvred around the narrow lanes that run off it, wondering what it would be like to be one of the people who worked there. I went into broadcasting instead and not long afterwards Fleet Street changed forever, so this book is a great record of a world of print, hot metal, booze and derring-do that no longer exists.


Beyond the high jinks John Downing took his craft very seriously. He believed, correctly, that people who have seen photographs of great events remember them long after they’ve forgotten the words that went with them. Even in this digital age when we have access to millions of videos on our phones, a single still image still carries immense power. For John, his best photographs were in black and white. He writes, ‘Someone once said that when you take a photo in colour you see the colour of people’s clothes but when you take a photo in black and white, you can see the colour of their souls.’


Even if you don’t know John’s name or know that he founded the Press Photographers’ Association, you will recognise some of his greatest work. One was the celebrated photograph of Margaret Thatcher, her husband Denis, and her personal assistant being whisked away from the Grand Hotel in Brighton in the Prime Ministerial armoured Jaguar after the IRA attempted to assassinate her in 1984. All the tension and drama of that moment in the small hours is there in an image John was able to capture in a fraction of a second with all the skill of a lifetime as a newsman. In journalism you can get lucky by being in the right place in the right time, but more often you make your own luck through hard work and experience.


John witnessed many of the events that defined the second half of the twentieth century, from photographing The Beatles and Judy Garland to the war that erupted when East Pakistan became Bangladesh, as well as epic treks into South Sudan and Afghanistan. He was held for a time, along with other journalists and Westerners, by the brutal regime of Idi Amin in Uganda, somehow emerging from prison with his cameras, film, and another world exclusive.


I worked alongside John in Sarajevo in the 1990s, when he was part of double act with his great friend, the reporter Danny McGrory. For a while John lived round the corner from me in South London. His house was near the newsagent and I bumped into him sometimes when I was buying the papers. For me, a reporter twenty years his junior, he was always charming, friendly, and modest, never boasting about his illustrious career.


John never truly adapted to the decline of film and the new world of colour newspapers and digitally uploaded photographs. When he took redundancy from the Express it was easy to say goodbye because the newspaper was unrecognisable. It had changed from a respected Fleet Street broadsheet renowned for its photographic coverage to ‘a colour tabloid full of paparazzi shots,’ part of a publishing empire that included OK! magazine as well as porn mags. John hated the way that paparazzi snappers, with none of the skills he’d spent a lifetime honing, jostled their way into newspapers and private lives with long lenses and short scruples.


Like all journalists and photographers whose work takes them to the world’s most terrible events, John sometimes found it difficult to slip back into normal life after weeks away covering some war or civil commotion. He’s frank about that in the book. But he found renewed personal happiness towards the end of his life with his third wife Anita, his sons, and grandchildren, and believed the price his job could exact was worth paying. After John retired, he tellingly wrote, ‘I didn’t miss the work but I was still addicted to the news, and when a big story broke I’d wait for the phone call that never came.’


Covering the news is addictive and brings joy as well as pain; telling the world what’s happening, good and bad, isn’t easy but it is time well spent and a life well lived. For those who know that feeling – and for all those who don’t – this book about John Downing’s remarkable career is great reading.


Jeremy Bowen, 2022




Preface


IT WAS ALCHEMY. Before my very eyes, an image of a church captured through the lens of a camera and shot days earlier reappeared like magic on a blank sheet of paper immersed in a shallow chemical bath.


Slowly but surely in the crimson glow of that small, stuffy bathroom-cum-darkroom I’d been invited into as a thirteen-year-old kid, an outline appeared as if through fog before details began to emerge – the solid oak door of our local church, the rose window, the silhouettes of the trees against the pale winter light. I couldn’t quite fathom that in one brief moment a camera shutter had clicked and the church had been secured for all time in a tiny square of photographic film. Its image had then been projected onto a sheet of paper via an enlarger and coaxed out with some noxious smelling fluids before being stopped and fixed. It was as if it had lain dormant until that very instant, waiting for its cue to emerge once the mix of chemicals and dim light provided the right encouragement for its shy debut. The mere sight of it took my teenage breath away.


I couldn’t help but think somewhat ironically of that magical process some sixty or so years later when a doctor informed me that – just like any of the photographic images I’d been capturing my entire working life – something had been lying dormant in me too, possibly for decades, and was only now emerging to take my eighty-year-old breath away, forever.


Malignant mesothelioma is a rare cancer that develops in the linings of the lungs, heart or abdomen. It is caused by exposure to asbestos, a fibrous fire-resistant mineral widely used as insulation in schools, hospitals, offices and factories as well as in car parts, machinery, roofing, shipyards, railroads, mines, oil refineries and power plants. One only has to inhale a few of the deadly fibres for the damage to be done, but it can take a lifetime for any symptoms to emerge, usually in the lungs. Most of those who are diagnosed have little or no possibility of proving when and where they came into contact with the lethal substance. In my case this was even more so because of the huge variety of work that I did, the many strange and dangerous places I’d visited, and the remarkable era that I lived in.


Not that it would help me much to know: the outcome will be the same. The process has begun and the grainy images of my life are coming into sharper and sharper focus with every passing day. All I can do now as I wait for my future to be fixed in time is share some of my more interesting experiences and re-examine the thousands of photographs that captured them. Thanks to these often historic mementos and the stories each of them tell, I am perhaps uniquely placed to reflect back on my many blessings during an immensely rich and rewarding life and career.


None of us know how our lives will pan out in Fate’s darkroom but, now that I know mine, I’m as enthralled by the magic and the mystery of life and especially of my profession as I was when I was a teenager. This is my glimpse of a life behind the lens.


This is my legacy.


John Downing


April 17, 1940 to April 8, 2020




PROLOGUE


THE BARREN Afghan landscape continued to brutalise and challenge me. After yet another long day’s march across the wilderness, we finally stopped at a small fort to rest for the afternoon. The hardened Mujahideen warriors boiled up some tea and played chess on rudimentary boards they carried everywhere with them, even during a war. Reporter Ross Benson and I collapsed.


The building we were holed up in looked like a large sand castle – two stories high, its outer walls thick, windowless and made from ochre-coloured earth. The inner courtyard was lined with rooms on three sides, their entrances doorless, their windows unglazed. In the fourth wall was the only exit, a large arched double wooden door with huge bolts that were always pushed home at nightfall.


I couldn’t resist taking a few photographs of these battle-hardened fighters as they lounged about in the dusty room, seemingly oblivious to the constant threat of death or injury that they – and we – faced. Suddenly, they all sat up and cocked their heads to listen, all movement frozen. They looked like startled rabbits. There was a moment’s silence before the room erupted into a frenzy of activity. As one, the men leaped up, slipped their blackened feet into their cheap plastic flip flops and grabbed their Kalashnikovs before rushing out into the sandy courtyard.


Ross and I exchanged worried glances. For weeks we’d been travelling with these men across heavily mined plains and through rugged mountain passes and we thought we’d seen it all. This time we hadn’t heard a thing and no one told us: ‘Run! The Russians are coming!’ In fact no one said anything. All we knew was that these tribespeople were far more attuned to sound than we were, so we stood up and followed them outside curiously. To our surprise, the warriors were running like hell out of the fortress and fanning out down the steep terraced valley below. Only then did our untutored ears pick up the distant warning flap, flap, flap of ‘devil’s wings’ that indicated the imminent arrival of the feared Russian HIND helicopters with their terrifying range of firepower. As the first of the choppers opened fire, strafing the ground with 12mm bullets, we legged it.


I was about one hundred yards away from the fort when I suddenly froze and realised that, in my panic, I’d left all my cameras in the stronghold. Even more devastatingly, I’d abandoned the thirty or so rolls of film I had already shot. I was faced with an awful decision – did I keep going or run back? I knew in my heart of hearts that I had no option. A photographer without a camera isn’t a photographer. After five hellish weeks I not only had some fantastic material but a world exclusive. This was the kind of assignment I had always dreamed of, as a lad growing up in the Welsh valleys. It was a no brainer. I hesitated for only a second as the two metal birds advanced almost lazily towards me, rounding the hillside in a protective pattern, one above and behind the other. The Muj were already shooting back from their positions of cover even though they knew they had nothing to match the weaponry of these deadly beasts. Even so, I hoped the pilots wouldn’t waste their cannon fire on me, a lone figure without a gun. My heart was thumping crazily with fear as I turned and raced directly into their path.


Running towards the fort, I sprinted in through the half open gates and across the deserted courtyard, leaving a trail of dust in my wake. The sound of helicopter engines filled my ears as I dived back into the room we’d so casually evacuated moments before, the chess boards scattered like runes. As the cacophony of sound echoed around the room I swept up my camera bag in one fluid movement, turned on my heels and fled as fast as my boots would take me. My mouth dry and my lungs heaving from gasping dust-filled air, I sorely regretted my lack of physical training for this assignment.


As I ran from the cover of the fortress it crossed my mind that the pilots would never suspect I was British and certainly not a journalist, kitted out as I was in full Afghan dress and a large, loose turban. On and on I ran. Leaping from boulder to boulder, two at a time, I tripped and stumbled my way down the giant roughly hewn steps towards the valley bottom, my cameras crashing violently against each other as I vaulted over one low wall after another.


Way ahead of me I could see many of the ‘Muj’ still fleeing while the rest took cover to return fire. I was running on empty, exhausted, breathless and only faintly aware of the sound of distant shooting because the noise that filled my head and vibrated angrily in my chest was that of the rotor blades as the throbbing machines closed in fast. Sensing that I was about to die, I half-dived, half-collapsed into a small hollow in the lee of a pathetically small tree, and lay there terrified and disorientated. Even fear could no longer drive me on. I briefly closed my eyes, too afraid to look or lift my camera in case a reflection on the lens gave me away.


Another burst of bullets rattled away from the Valkyries directly overhead and I waited for the metal to rip into my body. But luck was with me, for the Muj were now firing back from the ravine with all they had so the HINDs turned away to focus on them and clattered ponderously past. Somehow, I summoned up a last flicker of energy to drag a camera to my eye and shoot off a couple of frames.


As I lay there fighting to catch my breath and relishing the euphoria of being alive I had a sudden pang of guilt about Ross, who I’d completely lost sight of in the confusion. We should have stuck together, as we always did. We were a team. Hoping beyond hope that he wasn’t lying in the dirt bleeding to death somewhere, I tried to ease my conscience by telling myself that I couldn’t have expected him to further endanger his life by running back to the fort with me.


Another angry outbreak of shooting lower down the valley finally gave me the courage to get to my knees and look for him. Peering right and left, there was no sign and my heart sank. Suddenly, I heard someone coughing up dust and the dishevelled figure of my colleague staggered out from behind a low stone wall, brushing the dirt from his Afghan garb. Still looking like a matinee idol, he lit a cigarette, gave me a scowl and with studied indifference said, ‘Tell me, JD, what’s a lounge lizard like me doing in a place like this?’




ONE


HIDE UNDER THAT TABLE and – whatever happens – stay there!’ This strictest of orders, issued late one night by my flame-haired mother, spawned the earliest of my chaotic ragbag of memories.


As a wild four-year-old, blissfully unaware of the dangers of a German bombing raid, the idea of hiding under a table seemed like a huge adventure. And the notion of being ordered to sleep there instead of in my own bed upstairs was even more exciting. The reason this was chosen over a proper air raid shelter was that my timorous Welsh mum Glenys May Downing was so terrified of being buried alive that she rejected every plea by my grandparents (whose terraced house we now shared) to use the corrugated carbuncle in the garden – better known as the Anderson shelter. Refusing to allow me into its dark, damp interior, she hid me under the mahogany table as a compromise.


Having fled my father’s flat in Plymouth where she’d lived in daily fear of the Luftwaffe, my heavily pregnant mother was eventually evacuated along with hundreds of other families. My father Kenneth insisted she move in with his parents in Llanelli, South Wales. She had little choice as her father had been killed in Palestine in the First World War and her mother died later, having moved back to her home village of Cynwyl Elfed, Carmarthen, to live with a gambling relative who then lost the family home in a card game. Widowed and homeless, my maternal grandmother had been thrown out onto the streets with her two children – my mother and her sister Vera, who went into domestic service before marrying a miner named Gwilym.


Aged nineteen, my mother trained as a nurse in Llanelli General Hospital where she met my father, a clerk in a local brewery. She first encountered him in the operating theatre in 1936 when he was about to have an appendectomy. Bored with his job, Dad enlisted into the Royal Marines and they were married in Mum’s rural village in 1938, making her a Navy wife. By the time he was sent off to war as a sergeant and ‘Captain of the Gun’ to fire 15” shells at the ‘Hun’, Mum was pregnant with me. His parting words to her were his wish that she call me Elfed, a good Welsh name, and my middle name was to be Howell after a paternal great grandfather.


I was born in Llwchwr Hospital, West Glamorgan, on April 17, 1940, but Mum sneakily added John to my birth certificate so that I’d have an English first name. Although Welsh was her first language she’d been born into a time when it was thought that only peasants spoke it and that the next generation should grow up speaking English. Such was the movement against the national language back then that those caught using it in school had to wear a board around their necks publicly shaming them. Raised in this culture, Mum was also determined that we shouldn’t learn any Welsh so I never knew more than a few words, sadly.


She was right to have escaped from Plymouth when she did because three months after my birth the city suffered its first ‘Blitz’, due to its strategic naval base at Devonport. It went on to become one of the most bombed cities in Britain. Some 1,200 civilians died and thousands were injured in systematic incendiary bomb raids that took place between 1940 and 1944 and destroyed more than 70,000 homes and almost every civic building. My parents’ furniture, stored in a warehouse for safekeeping, was lost to a Nazi bomb when the building took a direct hit.


Even though we were safer in Llanelli, I was rarely out of harm’s way thanks to my inquisitive nature. Having placed me in the highchair one morning while she prepared breakfast, Mum turned her back just long enough for me to climb out and fall head first into my grandparents’ red-tiled fireplace. The flaming coals scalded my scalp, creating a patch that never again grew hair. Mum didn’t tell my dad about the accident as she didn’t want to worry him but whenever he received photographs of me after that, he’d write and ask, ‘Why does John always have a hat on?’


Nor did she trouble him with news of the frequent air raids on nearby Swansea and Burry Port, throughout which she remained on high alert. Having deposited me under the dining table’s solid Victorian girth as soon as the siren sounded, she’d stand in the garden of my grandparents’ square-fronted semi-detached house at number 58 Walter’s Road, waiting for the haunting wail of the ‘All Clear.’ God knows how her nerves would have survived had we lived in London, Coventry or Liverpool. Her anxiety about the Germans didn’t abate even when there were no enemy planes flying overhead. Sitting in the living room by the flickering light of the coal fire with the blackout curtains firmly drawn every night, my mother and grandmother would listen to the BBC Home Service on the old wireless in the corner. Whenever the snide voice of British fascist William Joyce – known as ‘Lord Haw Haw’ – boomed his unlawful German propaganda from his base in Hamburg, beginning with his infamous call sign, ‘Germany calling! Germany calling!’ these stoic women flinched along with the entire nation. His misinformation was enough to scare anyone, but my mother went into a paroxysm of fear and my grandmother’s hair reportedly stood on end when one night they heard the fake nobleman add, ‘Dim your lights Llanelli, we’re coming over!’


That event lights up another dim memory of my being held shoulder high by my mother in the garden as she pointed me towards a red glow in the sky. My grandmother Edith, in the solemn voice she usually reserved for funerals, declared, ‘Swansea is burning.’ The heavily populated city was twelve miles away to the southeast and I was unwittingly witnessing the sustained firebombing of its docks and oil refinery. Like Plymouth, thousands of incendiary bombs were dropped, killing hundreds, injuring many more and making thousands homeless.


Mum’s fear of being attacked proved unjustified, thank goodness, as Llanelli remained almost unscathed apart from the bombing of a fuel dump at Pembrey Burrows not far from the local RAF base. Because of this my early years were surprisingly ordinary and often quite dull; the biggest excitement being a day trip from Stebonheath Primary School to the sandy beach of the River Loughor to eat a sandwich lunch in the rain before heading home on the bus. Once I was old enough to play outside I sometimes felt to be missing the action in a war that was the most exciting thing ever to have happened in my short life. There were no bombsites to play on and no shrapnel to be hunted for. All my pals and I had was an old rubbish tip with a large brick rainwater reservoir. Bored and thirsty one summer’s day, we found an old rusty can, dipped it in, and had a good drink. Within hours we were in the local hospital where we all succumbed to scarlet fever and were poorly for days, so we never tried that again.


The nearest we came to any excitement on our street was when the Lyons ice cream van made one of its rare visits to Morgan’s, the corner shop – a cornucopia of a place that sold everything from my favourite pear drops and aniseed balls to shiny Izal toilet paper. Eager for one of the iced and buttery bars of delight before they ran out there would be a sudden stampede of kids. The arrival of the coal or milkman’s cart also created its own melodrama. Laughing, we’d watch an army of granddads laden with buckets and shovels surge forward to scoop up every steamy dropping of whichever ‘Dobbin’ was pulling the cart that day. This asset-rich manure was put to good use in Llanelli’s town gardens, by then wholly dedicated to vegetables in the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign to supplement our wartime rations.


My grandfather Fred was often the first out with a shovel. A tall, strong, good-looking man whom I adored, he originally came from the Forest of Dean in Gloucestershire and moved to Llanelli to work in the local tinplate factory for which the town was famous. The Cambrian Works was the largest in Europe with a rolling mill that was over a mile long, or so he liked to brag. In retirement, Granddad tended his vegetable garden with the same kind of pride and also had another far more important duty. As a devoted member of that most British of institutions, the Home Guard (or Dad’s Army as it was commonly known), he spent many a night guarding the town’s railway sidings. Unarmed and dressed in his khaki uniform and greatcoat, tin helmet and leather puttees (bindings wound around his lower legs), he was somehow expected to fend off anything from a bailed-out German pilot to the massed onslaught of a Panzer division. It is beyond my comprehension even now how he was supposed to defend our town and when I asked him one day he replied, ‘I’ll throw my gas mask at them!’ I had to admire him for his sense of duty, undertaken with such deep, patriotic commitment. It was this bravado and that of my absent father that I often thought of when playing at soldiers with the other boys in the street or with my tin soldiers in the privacy of my bedroom.


With so many raids on neighbouring cities, my grandfather’s Home Guard responsibilities often proved exhausting and on one particular night when the sirens had dragged him from his bed for the third time he couldn’t find his trousers in the dark. Half asleep, Granddad arrived downstairs in just his shirttails and long johns, much to the amusement of my mum and grandmother who teased him mercilessly. This was too much for his dignity to take. Turning on his heels, he announced, ‘That’s it! I’m going back to bed. Bloody Hitler can bomb me to death up there if he wants.’ With such stalwart attitudes the Second World War was won.


The bombs weren’t the only threat to my grandfather’s sanity. The real danger lay from within – me. I was such a naughty kid at school that I was always being pulled out of class and told to stand under the clock in the assembly hall. It was a spot I came to dread, as it felt interminable to wait there for what seemed like hours until I was reprieved. I was no better behaved at home and my poor mother, who must have endured the usual conflicts of living with the in-laws, had an unruly curly-haired boy added to the equation that made for a potential time bomb quite the match of anything Germany could lob at us. And as any child instinctively knows, it’s easy to play one adult off against the other so, having driven my mum to distraction (or vice versa), I could always run for protection to my Gran. Had my Marine of a father not been away fighting the Axis forces as part of the Mediterranean Fleet, he would undoubtedly have kept me under control. Sadly, I only really knew him from his letters home and as a man in uniform in the centre of a sepia photograph of their wedding day that took pride of place on top of the mantelpiece.


It was left to poor Granddad to try to exert some authority over his feral grandson as I roamed the streets with my friends, pinched the odd stick of rhubarb from a garden, sat on the steps of a Sunday church service to listen to the choir, or daydreamed in class, failing to get my grades. The moment the old man raised his hand to give me the whack I almost certainly deserved, though, the women of the house would leap to my defence, shouting, ‘No, Fred! You’ll hurt the boy with those big hands of yours!’ They were damn right, as they were like shovels. Thwarted, Granddad would explode with frustration and either march to the South Star public house to cool off with a pint, an establishment Grandma had a strong aversion to on account of its landlady Mrs Jenkins, always described as ‘very tidy’. If not there, then he would take himself off to the garage at the bottom of the garden.


This was my grandfather’s oasis of sanity. After yet another skirmish between us, he retired there one day to tinker with his Flying Standard, a vehicle that received all his loving care despite the fact it could never go anywhere due to petrol rationing. Having won the first round in our ongoing war of wits, in a moment of complete madness I decided to push Granddad still further. Intoxicated by my victory and full of childish mischief, I crept up to the garage door and slipped the outside bolt as quietly as I could, locking him in.


He must have heard the sound because, in a low and distinctly menacing voice, he growled, ‘Open the door, John. Now!’


Before I could stop them, the words somehow fell out of my mouth and I found myself echoing my grandmother with: ‘Say please.’


His roar of anger must have been heard three miles away before he launched himself at the door with such force that I thought he was going to come clean through it. Thank God for pre-war building standards. Unfortunately for him, the impact of his assault against solid wood brought a tin of Zebo grate blacking tumbling down from an upper shelf, dislodging the lid and depositing its indelible graphite gel across the bonnet of his beloved car. The language that emitted from the other side of the woodwork – fortissimo – would have made Mussolini blanch. By this time I was in full panic mode. What the hell could I do? My first thought was to wait until Granddad cooled down. Mistake. This had quite the reverse effect and as his volume reached epic levels I realised there was only one thing for it, to slip the bolt and release the geriatric God of War.


Getting on my proverbial starting blocks, I leaned forward and in one movement unlocked the door before fleeing as fast as I could. Granddad was out of the garage like a rocket, his sixty-four-year-old legs propelled by pure rage. I still had the edge on him though, for I was fuelled by terror (with a turbo boost of lunchtime cabbage). I cornered the leeks in his vegetable garden at breakneck speed, accelerated past the carrots, straightened up between the potatoes for the home sprint down the path to the house, shrieking ‘Grandmaaaaa!!’ Hard on my tail and gaining fast was what sounded to this stripling of a lad like a herd of bellowing bulls. My grandmother, wondering what all the commotion was about, opened the scullery door and looked out. In the flick of an eye she realised that I was about to die so – in a heroic attempt to save me – she grabbed at the raging bovine puffing at my heels, slowing him down momentarily. It was just the break I needed.


Ducking under her arm, I raced down the hallway and straight out through the front door, not stopping until I reached the sanctuary of the public air raid shelter at the bottom of the park, a place I often ran to. It was dark before I dared return home, climbing up over the outside lavatory roof and in through my open bedroom window, famished and cold but grateful to be alive.


It wasn’t just my grandfather that I irritated – there were any number of other relatives too, my uncles especially. These knobbly men with shoulders like tallboys had either failed the medical for war duty or been kept back to do vital work in the local mines and munitions factories. The noble sport of rugby was their common denominator and whenever Wales was playing a match an almost reverential silence had to be kept.


Visiting my Auntie Vera in the village of Fochriw, deep in the valleys of Caerphilly one day, I heard an unusual commotion coming from the living room, whose door was firmly closed. ‘You’re not to go in there,’ said my auntie, in her lilting accent. ‘Did you hear me, John?’ she stressed, as she saw me staring longingly at the door. ‘Don’t go in. There’s a good boy. The men are list-en-ing to the rug-by.’ That was as good as an open invitation, so the moment my mother and aunt were looking the other way I slipped silently into the forbidden room. Inside, I found it full of dark-clothed men, some with faces still stained with coal dust. Tense and spellbound, they were staring intently at the high shelf in the corner or – to be more precise – in the direction of a man’s feverish voice blaring from the Bakelite radio squatting there, its glowing dial blinking like a yellow eye. The rise and fall of the game’s commentary seemed to have an almost mesmeric effect, like the moon upon the tides. Each time the pitch was raised this sea of men eased slowly forward in their seats as one, a couple of inches at a time – forward and forward and yet forward again. Then, with a sudden drop in cadence, the black tide would slip back into their seats, disconsolate. A minute or so later the whole performance would be repeated as the match rolled on.


Quietly as I could, I slid alongside my uncle Gwilym, a retired miner who seemed to have little understanding of children despite the fact he’d fathered one of the gentlest men I have known – my uncle Nehemiah, known as Miah. Gwilym was firm in the Victorian belief that children should be seen and not heard so I was the antithesis of everything he stood for.‘What’s happening, Uncle?’ I enquired in a stage whisper.


‘Wales are playing Scotland!’ he hissed impatiently. ‘Now push off.’


I edged away a little, deep in thought. The mention of Scotland banished all thoughts of rugby and flooded my head with a guilty memory involving a pal named Phillip Swift, known as ‘Swifty’. Unfortunately for him, his strict parents were deeply religious. There was even talk in the town of them having been missionaries in Africa. Just a week earlier, me and my gang had been playing one of our favourite games, which involved waiting on a pedestrian railway bridge for a steam train. As soon as it passed beneath we five young lads ran full pelt into the dense steam and coal smoke that enveloped the entire bridge and seeped up between the wooden cracks. Bumping into each other in mock blindness, arms outstretched, we’d get increasingly dirty and smelly. Without any ‘Jerry’ bombs falling, this was all we had.


The one major disadvantage of this game was that the bridge was at the bottom of a hill so we faced a long uphill walk home afterwards, or at least we did until we came up with what we considered to be a brilliant solution. Hiding near the bridge until a lorry came along, we’d listen out for the moment it slowed to change gear then race out and cling onto the back, cadging a free lift to the top. On this particular day we’d spotted a low, flat-backed truck approaching without a load. Perfect – or so we thought. As usual, we waited for the crunch of gears and then all five of us sprinted out and hung on to our ‘taxi’ ready for it to chug us to the summit. Unfortunately, as we prepared to jump off, the driver accelerated away considerably faster than we expected. As wind and panic ruffled us in equal measure, we started shouting at each other from our precarious footholds: ‘What shall we do now?’


The lorry then picked up even more speed and shifted up a gear. ‘We’ll be late for lunch!’ came a plaintive wail from a boy named Lyndon Thomas (only boys could think of their stomachs at such a time). The possibility of one or all of us dying was completely lost on us as another lad named Alan Grice shouted, ‘My Mum’ll kill me!’ When the vehicle slipped into a still higher gear, David Protheroe uttered the clincher: ‘What if it doesn’t stop ’til we get to Swansea?’ At that, we counted to three and let go. As bad luck would have it, we were catapulted onto a newly gravelled road. Tears trickled through the blood on our faces to create a barber pole effect as we sat on the kerb hugging our grazes and dabbing bloody noses on our shirtsleeves. The injuries we received were nothing to the fear of facing our mothers with torn clothing – something that was expensive and only available with special coupons.


Foolishly none of us thought to get our stories straight, so each returned home with a different lie that was quickly exposed in the casual conversations of mothers over garden fences. Poor Swifty, steeped in religion, invented a biblical tale of being put against a wall by a gang and stoned. His parents were horrified. Then, a few days later, he and I had a difference of opinion over the ownership of a brass tap we’d found and – as is often the way – it broke out into fisticuffs. Somehow the tap found its way into my hand as we traded a couple of what were known as ‘haymakers’ punches’ and it scythed into Swifty’s skull. The ground rules of childhood combat were that the first to draw blood was the winner and this battle was no exception so he retreated, leaving me to my spoils. When his parents discovered that the reason for his latest bloody homecoming was a fight they jumped to the conclusion that he was turning into an uncontrollable hooligan and promptly shipped him off to a strict religious home somewhere in the wilds of Scotland. My friend was lost to me forever and the guilt lay heavy on my shoulders – it still does a bit.


Thinking of my banished pal and using the kind of logic only a child could come up with, I decided in that living room full of ardent Welsh rugby supporters that I should back the Scots as my way of showing loyalty to poor Swifty. Snapped out of my daydreaming by the sound of a high-pitched whistle, I watched every head in the room slump forward as though in prayer. When a voice crackled out of the speaker that Scotland had just scored a successful try, I leapt out of my seat and waved my hands wildly in the air shouting, ‘Hurray!’


In the stultifying silence that followed every angry eye in the room seemed to bore through me. I never even saw the blow coming; I only counted the stars before my eyes. Eventually, I became aware of a woman’s voice through the mist saying, ‘Leave him be! He’s too young to understand.’ The next thing I knew Auntie Vera’s face was peering into mine telling me to rub my head and I’d soon feel better, before she offered me one of her delicious homemade biscuits.


Goodness alone knows what my father would have made of my behaviour. Sadly, he spent almost all of my formative years away at war, manning the guns on an assortment of naval vessels and only managing to get home on leave twice during the entire six years. Due to these enforced absences he was almost a complete stranger to me but that didn’t make me any less proud of him. Like every young boy of the era, I was frequently plied with tales of my father’s courage and derring-do. The arrival of any new letter from Dad was heralded with such fuss and excitement that I recognised their importance from the youngest age.


The whole family would sit quietly around the breakfast table as Mum read the letter out, placing special emphasis to me on sentences like, ‘Daddy says he loves you and is making you a leather rabbit.’ She showed us all a photograph of him leading a parade in Greece and everyone was so chuffed that he was in front of the other men. With at least two of his letters, however, my mother was unable to hide the tension in her voice. ‘Daddy had an accident but he’s getting better now in hospital.’ On two of the occasions when he’d been eligible for leave from Egypt he’d been injured – once very badly. An enemy shell ripped into his left arm and destroyed the muscle and sinews. Dad had to have a series of operations that scarred him for life and deprived him of full movement in his hand. He was lucky, though, for the shell took the head clean off the bloke behind him. While my father was recovering in hospital he heard that German torpedoes had attacked the vessel on which he’d been due to sail home. Three of his battleships were hit in all – HMS Barham, which sank with the loss of more than eight hundred lives in November 1941; and HMS Valiant and her sister ship HMS Queen Elizabeth, both seriously damaged by limpet mines in the port of Alexandria the following month.


Then out of the blue one morning in 1945 a letter arrived announcing that Dad was coming home. When my mother checked the date she realised he’d be arriving from London that night or on the milk train first thing the following morning. Nothing I had ever seen matched the excitement in the house that day. Grandma and Mum went into overdrive – dusting, polishing and washing – while Granddad was ordered to dig up the finest vegetables. A full Sunday lunch was to be prepared with a proper joint of meat, which meant that there’d be ‘bread and scrape’ (dripping) for tea the next day. There would also be rice pudding (with its coveted skin), a dish that was always referred to as ‘paddy fields’ in our house and as infinitely better than the lumpy tapioca that looked like congealed frog spawn which we were forced to eat at school. There would undoubtedly be a sing-along around my grandmother’s piano, which meant that I could march around the living room to my favourite hymn, ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, as my father looked on and joined the cheers. Thinking of all the gastronomic and other delights to come, I was carried along with the general frenzy and raced around getting under everyone’s feet.


The adults were mightily relieved when our neighbour Owen Thomas, a soldier who’d also just returned from war, called round to announce that he was taking his son Lyndon and some other kids from our street to play cricket and would I like to go? I didn’t need to be asked twice. Owen was a lovely man who, when he was posted to Africa, sent me a postcard of an elephant that astonished me as I’d never seen one before. Having heard how fascinated I was by it, my father sent home a leather elephant he’d made in hospital as part of his therapy, one of my most precious toys that I kept for years.


The day Dad was due to come home was especially hot so I went to the park dressed only in khaki shorts and sandals. The cricket match was good fun but I couldn’t stop thinking about his homecoming, so as soon as the sun began to dip I announced that I was leaving. ‘Where are you going, lad?’ someone asked.


‘To meet my Daddy,’ I replied, uttering a sentence I never expected to say. Instead of going straight home though, I made my way to the nearest bus stop and hung about trying to look innocent. When the single decker pulled up, the waiting passengers boarded, the conductor rang the bell and the driver pulled away from the kerb. This was my signal: ducking low, I sprinted to the door that was always left open and jumped onto the lowest step where I tucked myself neatly out of sight. This was a tried and tested practice by our little gang every time we wanted to go into town. The only irritation was that, to avoid the conductor, I had to hop off at every stop and repeat the risky manoeuvre each time the bus collected more passengers.


It was dusk by the time I finally arrived at Llanelli’s mainline station to the far west of the town. Everything seemed terribly chaotic and I had to fight my way into the noisy booking hall. There were people struggling to get this way and that, some with cases, others with kit bags. I saw couples kissing and soldiers and sailors in uniforms shouting to each other and laughing loudly. The whole place was harum-scarum and made ten times worse with the arrival of each new train with its attendant steam, smoke and slamming doors. It was two hours before a porter noticed me, a dirty, curly-haired (shirtless) ragamuffin tucked into a corner.


‘What are you doing here at this time of night, sonny?’ he asked.


‘Waiting for my dad to come home.’


‘Where’s he coming from?’


‘From the war,’ I announced, puffing up my five-year-old chest like a pigeon.


The man smiled gently. ‘Yes, but do you know where his train is coming from?’


‘Yes, London.’


To my disappointment, the porter informed me that the last train from London had arrived and there’d be no more until the milk train early in the morning. He added that as it was well past nine o’clock, I should: ‘Get on home now before your mother starts worrying.’ This turned out to be something of an understatement as at that very moment Mum, close to hysterics, was searching the neighbourhood for me with friends and neighbours. In blissful ignorance, I wandered to the bus stop by the Railway Hotel. Being a lovely balmy evening, many of the regulars were sitting outside, which meant that jumping on without paying was out of the question. A long uphill walk home didn’t appeal so I decided to cadge the fare home instead.


Picking my target carefully, I approached three old chaps chatting over their pints and selected the one with a watch chain looped across the front of his waistcoat. ‘Could you lend me a penny for my bus fare, mister?’ I pleaded. The old boys were kind enough but they were clearly going to get their penn’th of fun first. With mock seriousness, they openly discussed the implications of loaning money to a stranger while I stood there abashed. Finally, pulling a coin from his pocket, the man held it out to me. As I reached for it he held on tight and asked with a wry smile, ‘But when will you pay me back?’


With something approaching genuine conviction I assured him that I’d repay him the very next day. Eventually, the bus came along and I boarded wearily to find that it had come directly from the steelworks at the end of a shift for it was packed with dirty-faced workers with red-rimmed eyes staring out from under flat caps. On their laps rested empty sandwich tins and blue enamel tea flasks with wire handles and rounded lids that doubled as cups. Everything rattled together as the bus jostled us along. There was only one spare seat, next to a young woman. With no other option I joined her, my gaze fixed firmly on my grubby knees in an effort to hide my embarrassment as the workers teased me for being bare-chested in front of a lady.


Tired and disappointed, I finally sloped into our house at around ten o’clock. Grandma met me at the back door with the fiercest of scowls. ‘Just wait till your mother gets hold of you! She’s been searching everywhere. Where have you been ’til now?’


‘I went to meet Daddy off the train,’ I replied, dismay etched across my grubby face. My lovely Grandma softened immediately and – after a brisk wash with a wet flannel – she bundled off me to bed before my mother got home.


The next morning I woke late after a deep rest and tottered sleepily into Mum’s bedroom. To my shock and surprise, I found a stranger in bed with her. ‘Who’s that?’ I demanded, pointing incredulously at the man I had no recollection of at all.


Mummy smiled broadly. ‘This is your Daddy.’


Crossly, I climbed up into bed – forcing my way between them. Daddy or not, no man was going to sleep next to my mother.




TWO


MY CHILDHOOD in Wales was extremely happy but having my father home after the war meant that discipline was quickly restored. Not that he was a hard man in any way, but I’d been allowed to run wild for years and I resented the hand of authority.


His return meant something else too, for within three years of the war ending my younger brother Ronald arrived on the scene. It also meant the biggest upheaval of my young life – being uprooted and moved to London the same year. After leaving the Royal Navy and to avoid having to go back to work as a clerk, Dad had decided to put his grammar school education to better use, along with the little Greek he’d picked up in the war. He went to London to train as a teacher under a post-war emergency teacher-training scheme designed to fill empty staff rooms. Once he’d qualified he found a job in a school in Hoxton, East London. My mother followed him in 1948 with me and my baby brother Ronald and then remained at home to raise the two of us as well as our youngest brothers Andrew and David, born in 1950 and 1951. She was the perfect stay-at-home Mum, wonderful at cooking simple country fare and always great with kids: the kind of mother who baked fairy cakes and wasn’t afraid to make a fool of herself singing and dancing. We adored her.


Life in London was very different from all that I’d known in Llanelli. I suddenly found myself thrust into a dangerous city in which I wasn’t allowed to venture out on my own or run wild like I had back home. Our new address was 40 Stockwell Park Road in Stockwell, south London, the lower half of a rented three-storey Victorian house. I missed my friends and the freedom of my hometown and I’m sure Mum missed a lot too, although I remember how astonished she was by the arrival of white bread in the shops, as up until then our bread had always been grey.


On my first day at the local Reay Primary School aged eight my first question was, ‘Where is the clock?’ as I wanted to eyeball the offending item I expected to spend much of my time standing beneath. To my surprise, the school didn’t have one. My parents enrolled me in the cub scouts, which I learned to love eventually, but I didn’t find it very easy to make new friends at first. The other boys pestered me about my thick accent and the ubiquitous Welsh lace-up boots I wore instead of their southern shoes. Needless to say, I got into a lot of fights. The best part of my day was going home for lunch as we had a large garden that backed onto a bombsite and was adjacent to another pile of rubble and an empty orphanage where I could play in relative safety within calling distance. Our few holidays were spent visiting relatives in Wales or caravanning in Porthcawl, but then my auntie Vera and uncle Gwilym moved to London after he’d retired, taking over the top half of our house so that we had family close by.


At the age of eleven I was enrolled at the pretentiously named Aristotle Secondary Central School in Clapham, but I didn’t enjoy my school days there much either. I was not at all academic and somewhat lazy so my weeks were marred by homework, detentions, algebra, fistfights and canings. As a teacher on his way to becoming a deputy head, my father was disappointed that I hadn’t made the grade for the local Henry Thornton Grammar, a rival boys’ school to ours and a place towards which we had a certain amount of hostility on account of them being cleverer than us. Our only consolation was that we had a better uniform – a fetching shade of deep maroon – and a far superior badge that featured a macho gold Viking helmet embroidered in vivid relief against the deep red cloth. On such trivia, a boy’s pride is balanced.


Abutting the grammar school gates and separated from it by an eight-foot wall was the entrance to the Batger & Company sweet factory, one of the largest makers of confectionery and jam in the twentieth century. The factory had relocated here during the war when its enormous premises in East London was bombed. The company had secured the contract to supply jam to the Army in the war and it specialised in making toffee, Chinese figs, Jersey Caramels, and fruit drops known as Silmos Lollies. Even though the war had been over for several years, there was still a great deal of post-war austerity and sweets were among the many items that remained on ration. We were allowed just one quarter of a pound per person, per week. I have such fond memories of Sunday afternoons when my parents would persuade me to take my younger brothers to Sunday school and then onto the park while they had a ‘little rest,’ something my mother surely deserved (although with hindsight ‘rest’ may have been a euphemism for something else).


In normal circumstances there was no way that I’d be seen dead in public with my siblings, the youngest of whom was still in a pushchair, except for the promise of some sweet coupons, smaller than a postage stamp with the number of the week and the all important identifying letter ‘E’ that translated to sweets, stamped on the cheap buff-coloured paper. The going rate at my senior school for these little treasures was 6d (in old pence) each or they could be swapped for a multitude of goodies. I can certainly vouch for one such transaction when – after considerable haggling – I secured the highly prized Health & Efficiency magazine, the organ (if you’ll excuse the pun) of the Naturist Society. At the time it was the only magazine in Britain that published pictures of naked men and women, so I discovered for the first time that breasts weren’t sharp and pointed as the brassieres of the time seemed to indicate. Male members’ members were strictly forbidden to be shown but women could be photographed full frontal as long as their pubic hair was retouched out. This led me to some surprisingly hirsute revelations during tentative research with girls later.


Fearful of being caught at home with such a wicked journal, I hid it between the pillars of a gate in Groveway, a street conveniently on my route to and from our school. Each day a large group of giggling boys could be found crowding around me as I surreptitiously fingered its tattered pages, until that black day when the magazine simply disappeared, my first hard knock of life. Its hiding place was adjacent to the home of a boy named Michael who was bright but not physically strong so he soon became the victim of the school bullies. This was something I had some sympathy for as I had also been bullied – a natural target with my accent and bald patch. Fortunately for me, I was much stronger than Michael and after a number of bloody playground encounters in my first year in London I developed into the kind of tough kid no one dared to bother. Well, that is, nobody except the Reay School headmaster Mr Walls, the first to introduce me to that old chestnut, ‘This is going to hurt me more than it does you, boy,’ as he lashed my palms with a bamboo cane. Returning to the classroom after that punishment was surely the ultimate test of toughness, for every eye would be upon you searching for telltale tears. Misplaced bravado would push them back behind a forced grin and a swagger to my desk, where some relief could be gained by sitting on throbbing fingers.


Having known of the misery bullying can bring, I decreed that Michael should be left alone, ‘Or else!’ That’s how he came to be in our gang as we made our way home for lunch one day. Suddenly two fire engines, bells clattering, came tearing past us on their way to a call-out. With a great whoop we boys took up the chase, yelling and shouting as we ran pell-mell after those scarlet vehicles of virility. We arrived breathlessly at the scene just in time to witness a woman leaning out of a billowing top-storey window, smashing the glass and screaming for help. As the firemen unravelled hosepipes to snake between their ladders we kids ran around, excitedly shouting, ‘Can we help, mister?’ only to receive the odd cuff across the ear for getting in the way. Blissfully unaware of the seriousness of the situation, we encouraged Michael, who’d fallen behind, with shouts of, ‘Come on, a house is on fire and a woman is trapped!’ I still remember his ashen face at the realisation that it was his house and his mother. Fortunately it all ended well, if not exactly happily, with his mum rescued and their home mainly damaged by smoke and water.


Even though he attended the posh grammar school my inseparable pal was Bob Hay – who has remained a true and loyal friend of over seventy years. It was he who reminded me of a date stamped on the memory of many wartime children – February 5, 1953 – the day sweet rationing ended. As he and his fellow students spilled out into the playground for their lunch break they were amazed to see employees of Batger’s factory standing on the dividing wall throwing armfuls of sweets high into the air, showering them with a cornucopia of treats. The ensuing riot was apparently a sight to behold. As pupils on all fours grabbed, shoved and fought for the treasures raining down upon them, hard-boiled masters cut swathes through them, dragging students to their feet and shouting for restraint – a lost battle for sure.
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