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For years I have wanted to put these memories down, clear memories from when I was two years old playing with the chickens and the ducks in Kingstanding.
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To my parents 

My mom and dad were good people, they never had a bad bone in their bodies. Would never judge people, would never slag people off. Some would not agree with that, judges, social workers, probation officers, but it’s easy to speak and be opinionated from a lofty position. Mom and Dad brought us up to be free spirited and to find our own way in the world that was perhaps their only mistake, maybe they never allowed for how strong minded and opinionated we would be.

I often look back and try to imagine how hard, how difficult it must have been for them. My mother having to look after her mother who was seriously ill for many years before dying in her forties, plus five brothers from the age of 14 in the slums, the back-to-backs of Summer Lane, Birmingham.

Remembering my own upbringing, the hardship, the freezing cold, ice on the inside of our windows, pissing the bed and finding comfort in the warmth of that piss. Others might condemn them for their drinking most nights of the week down the local boozers, but my dad made his living in those boozers. My mom made her beer money by selling in the boozers. My friends, my peers suffered even more, one friend sat on orange boxes to eat at the table made up of boxes, he was caned on a daily basis for having dirty hands, yet he had to work in his father’s wood yard, so he could never get his hands clean.

I had many friends who barely ate because their parents had no money or the will to cook, one friend would have a saucepan of gruel on the gas oven for when they left for school. His brother died at a very early age, for this and many other reasons I grew up thinking, as a family we were rich. In fact, we were in truth very well off. Living in Sutton I’ve known people struggle on a daily basis living far worse than us, the only difference is they live in a nicer house in a nicer area. In truth that is the only mistake my mom and dad made. My dad carried his bank around in his pocket, as did many others, I remember he carried a roll of some £500 in his pocket, when the average wage was £6 a week, he could have brought a better house with that money, but back then a lot of people thought it stupid to buy your own house, put a big milestone around your neck. I know people who had slogged their backsides off to buy a house, only to come out five years later with nothing and grateful to get a council house.

With little education, they got themselves a hawkers licence to sell fruit and veg from a barrer, in the old bullring. Dad would get up at 4am in the morning to get the barrer out, get his stock in and set up stall, come rain, snow or ice. After my mom had got us kids off to school she would take over the barrer, my dad would be down the boozer selling stuff and making a better living. Mom would buy a turkey frame on her way home from town. With the veg from the barrer she would make a two-gallon pot of good healthy stew that would feed us for three or four days at a time. With the specks and damaged fruit off the barrer we would get our vitamins which stood us in good stead.

I stand and look back with good memories of my mom and dad, hence my reasons for writing this book. They were true entrepreneurs of their day, their only downfall was their strict principles, they would never grass on anyone, it was not in their genetic makeup/ For that reason they were targeted, eventually they were looked down on by people. I have seen and known those who did far worse than they could ever do or would do. For that reason, I look back on them with fond memories and respect… people who live in glass houses I think is the expression.

My reason for this book is not the money, I have plenty, fame, I could have had that with the boxing, besides, I’m at the wrong age. I simply didn’t want their memories to be forgotten, their little scams, their efforts to turn a few quid. 

To Betty Jean Lewin

I can never thank my wife enough for everything she did for me. For all of us as a family. Without her backing, her wisdom, her natural talent, her loyalty I would never have had anything, Without her we would have fallen at the first hurdle. I can and will never be able to thank her enough... which I should have done more when she was alive. She was a diamond in the full sense of the word, yet all the time I just took it for granted. Accepting it at the time as normal. But she never was.

Once she was so hard up she crawled on her belly to nick some beans from the next door garden to give herself something to eat. As a child she was forced to live like a gypsy in a tent for two years whilst her parents were trying to make money from hop picking.

All this made her resolve to back me one hundred percent in whatever determined efforts I made to give us all a better life. She could have been a good hairdresser… I never paid for a haircut in my life. She was a good accountant having worked in an office doing accounting. She had a natural flair for shaving the pounds and keeping a tight but balanced budget. I trusted her one hundred percent with all the banking. All the handling of our money. I tried to tell our kids if you can’t trust your partner then you have nothing. From not really knowing how to cook she leapt up to running a hotel. Cooking for up to 50 guests. Good wholesome home cooked food. She ran the hotel; she kept the books and she took the bookings.

Whatever business we took on she could and would run it. She had more ability in her little finger than I had in the whole of my body. Whilst I had the ambition and the goals Bet had the determination and confidence to follow me. all the time asking for nothing. When someone tried to put the poison in telling her she should take a wage in the hotel, or be paid for the work she was doing, she would just smile at them. A lot of people thought she was stupid because she went along with whatever I said or did, but all the time she was silently smiling at their utter stupidity. All the time she was helping me build up to a nice house, a nice hotel, living on very little, whilst they sat back with nothing.

How many were the times when people would turn to me, the roofer or the plasterer and say, “I’d love to get into this,” or, “I should have done that before explaining how their wives would never stand for going without their regular wage packet coming in, or was not prepared to put up with living in a building site. But my Bet was. If it meant improving our life she would live in a derelict cottage, or a rundown house. Knowing the end result justified the discomfort. She was a diamond and I burst with pride and sadness. When I think of it. I only fully realised how much I loved her when it was too late, when she was gone… for all the mistakes I made. Silly. Petty and utterly stupid. It took her death to shake me up to see it, to see how wise she had always been. Much of it passed into me. When it was far too late

To my siblings. My brothers

Johnny. Reg. Billy, Kenny. As I go on with my life I just want you to know I love you all. All of us had good hearts, good genes. In many ways strong principles. Amongst many others who sadly didn’t. My only real regret is that we didn’t see that from an early age; recognised the abilities we had whilst seeing the mongrels amongst us... but I gain pleasure in the knowledge that you all did ok. Many others didn’t; also love to my brave sisters Doris. Patty and Alma.

Our children

Andrew, Nicky, Louise, Rachael and Kristy know that I love you all. Perhaps this book might explain a few things. Maybe not. It’s something I have wanted to do for years. Your mom also wanted me to do it. I’m sorry if it creates any problems. If it does deny all knowledge of me. I am proud of you all. Have a good life.

Lastly

I want to give thanks to all those who assisted me in putting this book together, with a special word of thanks to Diana Elizabeth Phillips, the administrator of the Nechell’s forum, for her kind permission and help in choosing pictures for my book.



PART ONE

Against the odds – first memories

It’s funny how the passage of time distorts our memory; when we were kids, every Christmas was a white one with deep snow falling on the ground. We always had the biggest Christmas tree in the road, so big it had to be cut down to fit in the front room, the fire big and bright with chestnuts roasting. The seasons were clear, the summers were always hot with a burning sun, and winters were dank and miserable with fog every night, so thick you could hardly see across the road. Every spring saw the trees blossom and the spring sun come out to shine. We knew everybody and everybody knew us. We played outside all day and never returned to the house until dark or night-time, our parents never worried, it gave them a break, and we ate worms and lived. We ran around barefoot or in ill-fitting shoes; it didn’t matter because we were all the same; we only stood apart when we walked outside our area.

My mom and dad were born and lived their lives in Summer Lane. They were proper Summer Laners, loud, hard confident like many in the lane. Today, many people claim to have lived or been born in Summer Lane; the more successful they are, the more they boast about coming from Summer Lane. What they won’t tell you is that when they were first moved out of the lane before and post-war at the start of the slum clearances, they denied all knowledge of it, of Summer Lane. To admit to coming from Summer Lane was to admit you were a slummer, a crook, a dishonest person, which most were if the truth be told, oh all would deny it. Still, no one refused something off the back of a lorry. Few wanted that stigma in their new terraced and council semis in King Standing, Kitts Green, and surrounding areas. Plus, there were the villains; I reckon Summer Lane had more criminals than anywhere else in the city; no one wanted to be associated with them. It was so well-known that it even had its own songs, its way of talking. Summer Lane had its own language, its own accent, subtle, but we all knew each other by the way we spoke.

When we moved to Chingford Road, it was a great place to live, trees lined the road, grass filled the verges, and the gardens were always immaculately kept with flower borders and mown lawns. Yes, Chingford Road was lovely. We had the Anderson air-raid shelter in our garden, ducks, chickens, and rabbits ran freely around. Mondays would be chicken stew, made up from the leftovers of the Sunday roast; Tuesday would be rabbit, and then duck. We always ate well; Mom made sure of that.

When the milk was delivered, Mom would always shout, “Tommy, Kenny, get up the hoss road and follow that cart. Here’s the bucket, get the hoss shit”.

Off, we’d run, our little legs racing to get there first. The still warm hoss shit would go into the vegetable patch at the bottom of the garden. Yep, our mom was enterprising all right, she also had a good heart. Many a neighbour would call round midweek to borrow a pound, or a bag of sugar, or a slab of marge until payday. Our days would be spent tearing around the garden chasing the chickens and rabbits, ragged-arsed without a care in the world.

Many a time, I would watch Dad with his barrow. “Oranges, come and get your lovely jubblies, only two pence a pound.” Every now and again, he’d give me a look; a little smirk on his face and a twinkle in his eye; another few pennies in his bin. Yep, my old dad was clever all right. Every Monday afternoon, he’d come into the house carrying crates of old wrinkled oranges up to the bathroom, tipping them into the bath. When it was full, he’d fill the bath with water, covering the oranges.

I was perplexed. I couldn’t figure it out. “What you doing, Dad?”

He’d give that little smirk, the twinkle in his eye,” watch,” and the next day I’d rush into the bathroom, and there would be the oranges, no water, just big juicy fat oranges, ready to be sold on the barrow the next day.

“Come and get your oranges, big juicy Jaffas, only two pence a pound, get yourself a bargain.”

He always had that twinkle in his eye and a smirk on his lips, now I see why, he’d buy the cheap old oranges on a Saturday, fatten them up and the next day they’d be big fat Jaffas, same with the spuds. “Three pounds of best spuds, my luv.”

As they looked at the spuds on display, he’d reach behind him, bringing out his spuds from a sack behind the counter. He always left a little bit of soil on the shovel to help the weight along; sometimes the punters would be on the ball.

“Ay, ay Jack, them on the fronts the ones I want, not, out the sack.”

“Of course, my love,” along with a little bit of soil.

I loved watching my dad work, every day was a lesson, he tried teaching my oldest brother Jonny how to run the barrow, but he wasn’t interested. He’d wait until the old man had gone off to the pub, nick a few pennies out of the box, and off he’d go with his mates. He tried showing, Reg, the next oldest, but he wasn’t interested either and preferred to go off with his pals playing snooker. Billy was different; he took to it like a duck to water. He could bullshit and talk on the stall until the cows came home.

Now, Mom and Dad could both go down the boozer. Mom with her dolly basket selling her goodies, between Dad’s profits on the barrow and Mom’s little earner of her basket, they could drink merrily until the boozers closed. If they got the taste, they’d buy a crate and carry on at home, bringing a few pals with them. Yep, it was a nice lifestyle, Mom and Dad worked hard; they had seen the horrors of life, seen the deaths from the First World War, served and fought and suffered in the second, who can blame them in their thinking that they deserved some good times? As did most people. And us? Well, we could do as we pleased.

Eventually, the complaints from the neighbours got too much. Mom was loud and full-on into your face; she just didn’t give a damn about anyone or anybody. She had had to look after her mother from an early age and bring up her five younger brothers almost singlehanded. She had found from a very early age that there was no one around or willing to help them. Her dad had done a runner years before, never to be seen or heard again. They were alone and on their own. When she married Dad, she would argue, speak up for and stand loyal to him. He, being a bit shy, would stand back and let her argue or fight his corner. As we kids were born and were growing up, she extended her loyalty to us, fighting our corner with anyone who had anything to say. When Dad came back from a day’s work on the barrer, he’d put and store his fruit and veg in the garden shed. We never went hungry because we always had plenty of food; our garden was full of chickens, rabbits, even the odd duck.

The neighbours didn’t like it too much during and after the war, even so, many of them came to Mom regularly for a bit of sugar, a few potatoes, a bit of lard, even a few shillings when they couldn’t pay their rent nor had nothing else to pawn. Mom had a heart as big as a mountain, and a mouth to match. After the war and during rationing, she would buy all their sugar rations, exchanging their ration cards for cash or other food. When their husbands were home, and as things started to improve, so did the neighbours, with a bit of money and the help of the credit lenders and unions they didn’t need Mom anymore. The council came round and gave Mom a verbal warning. A few chickens were acceptable, but they couldn’t run a business from a council property, plus there was a constant smell from the rotting fruit and poultry. Because of the years, she had been there; she never felt to heed it, just carrying on as before. Mom was Mom and spoke her mind; she didn’t see the need to change or see why she should. Dad? Well, he didn’t give a damn; either way, he just left Mom to sort it. In her ignorance, she just didn’t see that the resentment from the neighbours was building up. Eventually, the council had had enough, following more warnings, Mom and Dad were given notice to quit, on the moving day the big van turned up, Dad did a duck. He had the barrer to run, leaving it all to Mom.

The removal men, hearing the story were a bit sympathetic. “Don’t you worry love, one day, you will come back here with a fur coat on, and this lot will still have nothing.” I don’t think that was much consolation to my mom on the day.

Off we went to our new home, 259 Rocky Lane, Nechells, a big parlour house with the front door leading off the road into the hallway, no inside toilet here but we were luckier than most. We had our own outside toilet, unlike many others who had to share in the back-to-backs around us though. Yes, ours was a big house, alright, but it was still in the slums. I know Mom wasn’t happy, it was a real comedown for her, but I don’t think Dad gave a shit, there was a pub on every corner, and many of Dad’s mates lived around us. To Dad, I’m sure this was just another business opportunity, more pubs, more people, and more business. Dad wasn’t interested in dressing up to impress, coming from and growing up in the slums. Most people liked to dress up and impress, that’s all they had, not Dad, he never felt that he had anyone to impress. He made good money, drank as much as he liked, a simple cravat was good enough for him. We knew even more people and had more friends in Nechells than anywhere. I don’t think the fact that our house was a former doctor’s surgery made a great deal of difference; a slum is a slum. To me and Kenny, my younger kid brother, it didn’t make any difference. To us, Nechells was one big playground; already, the factories down Schofield Street were becoming empty. Some of the houses were being emptied with the tenants being moved out to nicer posher houses. Yep, Nechells was one big playground for us to explore, all we had to do was find a few pals to explore it with.

Our house on Rocky Lane was a big three-storey Victorian mid-terrace. The hallway led straight off the pavement; off the hallway was the door to the front room, after that, a small lobby leading to the stairs. At the top of the stairs was a small landing, two rooms went off to the front and back room, also, off the landing was another door that led to the attic. Walking through the lobby at the bottom of the stairs led you into the back living room; this living room for some reason was always dark, even with the light on and the coal fire burning bright. At best, it could be described as cosy; sometimes, and off the back door, you went into the kitchen. This also was always dark and dismal with whitewashed distempered walls, a Belfast sink underneath the small window and a cooker. This kitchen was the storage room, washroom, and cooking room. Off the kitchen was the door to the back garden/yard leading to the outside privy and side entry, not forgetting the tin bath that hung on the wall. My mom must have been well pleased having moved from the slums of Summer Lane to the luxury of Chingford Road back to this. My dad? I don’t think he was too bothered.

Kenny and I soon set about finding our feet, making friends and getting to know the area. I never heard the word slum mentioned until I was much older, but to us, Nechells wasn’t a slum, if you lived in Sutton, we lived in a slum if you lived in King Standing, we lived in a slum. To those who had moved, it was quickly forgotten where they came from, but to us, the inner city was one big playground. There was always dust in the air because of all the demolition going on. But to us, that was just part of the excitement of the place. Nechells, like most pre-war properties, was made up of these tenement buildings, set into blocks, or squares. We were about three houses down from Schofield Street with Anthony’s the grocer’s shop on the corner, blocks of lard, margarine and sacks of sugar on the floor.

The opposite way led to Bloomsbury Street. It was a row of houses, a builders’ yard, another few houses, then Frank Grounds, the transport yard, then more houses leading to “the Green”. Why it was called this, I don’t know because there wasn’t a bit of green to be seen, just concrete and bricks. A bench was set into the pavement. People could rest their weary legs or just sit admiring the view across to the Beehive and the island with the phone box in the middle, not forgetting more terraced houses and the shops. Many people did use the bench just to sit and watch the entertainment. Truly, you could sit there any time of the day or night and be entertained. Street traders, hawkers, interspersed with people arguing, and fights. Hardly a day went by without a fight.

Schofield Street leads up to Great Lister Street with four blocks of tenements running between Schofield Street and Bloomsbury Street. Off the Green, Bloomsbury Street itself led up to Great Lister Street and on into the town. Schofield Street was made up of back-to-backs and terraced houses, in between these were entries leading to more back-to-backs set out in a square, to one side would be the toilet blocks. Eight houses with eight toilets. Nobody put a lock on their toilet so many a time, particularly over a weekend, people wouldn’t be so fussy, someone would go to the toilet only to find it full of shit and piss from someone else on the booze the night before.

“FRED, FRED, get the fucking hell over here and clean this khazi, some dirty bastard’s been and shat all over the place.”

Whoever had made a point of keeping their gobs shut, the common name for the toilet was the shithouse, khazi or bog, we could see why.

It was the characters that lived around Nechells who made the place so rich. On the right, opposite Anthony’s in Schofield Street lived Henry Taroni and his wife. Henry had a yard next to his house where he stored his lorry, which he used to make his living tatting. At the top of his yard was a big boiler that he used to cook the food for his pigs; there were always pig bins around full of waste bread. Henry would collect this, boil it up and feed it to his pigs. I used to think Henry did this to fatten them up for the dinner table until he told me it was to get the extra diesel for his lorry. Diesel was on ration, but Henry found out that by keeping pigs, he could claim extra diesel rations which he used for his lorries, course, he did eat the pigs as well. No doubt, Henry was the quiet one.

Further down lived Joe Taroni and his wife, Kitty. Joey and his family lived in a back-to-back fronting onto Schofield Street; his front door was off the side entry. No doubt, Joe was going to be a millionaire. Everybody knew it, and it was common knowledge, he had two or three lorries parked opposite on the “peck” and was a coalman. Next to Joe was the Asian that would come out twice a week and carry his chickens over to the peck. He’d chop their heads off, and we’d watch them flying all over the pitch until they flopped down lifelessly.

Further down lived Joe’s dad, also known as Joe, his missus and daughter Sheila. Old Joe had worked on the coal all his life, but now suffered from his lungs. Between the two Joes lived big “Ginger” Harris, who would knock you out with one punch.

Usually, it was not long before the boozer was closing, everyone was getting merry and tongues started to loosen up. Suddenly Ginger would have enough and knock ’em out; he was never known to use more than one punch. He didn’t need the booze, though. He worked for Joe off and on, and there was always a fall out over money. Mind you, Joe was always falling out with one of his workers over wages. Every Friday or Saturday morning would be the same, Joe would pay the wages, his blokes would whine they were short-changed; cue a few smacks and a punch up. Once word got around, us kids would always try to be down Schofield Street for around lunchtime. Soon Joe would turn up in his lorry, Kim, the Alsatian standing proud on the back. Then another lorry, then another would turn up, into the little front room they would go. Joe would take the money, the others walking out and waiting outside, Joe would tally up, then walk out, giving each their wages, their faces would go down to their money, then back up to Joe.

“What the fuck is this? We’re ten bob short!”

Then the arguments would start. Joe would tell ’em how they ain’t sold enough coal, or worse, they’ve gypped him, soon, the punches would start flying, sometimes a bit of renegotiation went on. A few extra bob might be handed out; everyone was happy, or reasonably happy. Then off to the pub, they would all go, sorted. We all thought Joe was going to be the millionaire; he was making money hand over fist. Sadly, like my old man and many others, his fortune went in the boozer. The trick with being on the coal, like everything else, was to nick a bit, before setting out. We had to first load the coal on to the lorries in hundredweight sacks, on to the scales, then stacked into layers, once you went over the scales, the weight was checked you were ready to fiddle a bit for yerself.

Out you’d go, knocking on the doors selling coal, “a-n-y, c-o-a-l,” you’d shout, someone would shout, “How much? Two bags, please.” You’d hump it onto yer shoulder. Still, before doing so, you’d accidentally knock off a chunk of coal, maybe two, or even three, by accident of course. No customer would ever notice; two lumps of coal weighed a few pounds; it didn’t take many lumps to make another hundredweight. We carried 50-60 bags on a lorry, sometimes doing three loads a day. Petty pilfering as it may have seemed, it could be an extra four or five bags of coal each load. Fifteen bags a day at ten bob a bag was £7- £8 per day and was the average wage for the week. No wonder Joe and the lads were always in the boozer, no wonder there was nearly always a fight, and a fallout come Saturday morning. Everyone had a scam; it was part of life, if you didn’t have a little scam then you starved or rubbed your fingers to the bone trying to earn it. Didn’t even Coleman, the mustard manufacturer, admit they he made his fortune on what people left on the plate?

Between the Taronies were some of my mates; Jacky Waldron lived up one of the back yards with his brother Danny and his mom, his dad had left years ago, and no one saw the sight of him since. Jack’s mom wasn’t very well and had her bed downstairs by the fire, and whenever I called round the fire was always blazing. Mrs Waldron would be huddled up to it legs purple and crisscrossed from the heat. She wouldn’t say a lot, and I could tell she was not very well, ‘He-e-ell-o, Tom,’ she’d say, all weak and feeble. Further down lived my best mate John ‘Bee-Bee’ Beards. Bee-Bee also lived in a back-to-back with the front door leading onto the pavement. I hardly ever saw his old man, but his mom was a character in her own right, thin and scrawny with a big hook nose. One day I was outside Bee-Bee’s when the debt collector called round. Seeing him coming, Mrs Beards dived into the house and under the table shouting to Bee-Bee, “Tell him there’s no one in.” the debt collector comes to the door, “Hello son is your mom in?”

Bee-Bee’s standing on the doorstep and tells him, “Nah, she ain’t in, mister.”

Mrs Beards had forgotten to shut the door tight. Through the crack, the debt collector could see Mrs Beards under the table.

“Hello, Mrs Beards lost something, have you?”

“Uh, uh, uh.” Mrs Beards came up from under the table quite embarrassed, stuttering. “Oh, I’ve lost me shoe.” She held a shoe in her hands. “Anyway, I can’t pay you this week, come back next week, alright?”

And off he’d go. This was regular up and down the street and around the area. Debtors calling around, people ducking and diving all over the place to avoid paying. Joe’s missus Kitty had had some kettles and saucepans on the mace, the collector called round one Friday when Joe was having one of his bad days with his blokes. I wasn’t too sure whether Joe knew his missus had had the kettles and saucepans on the mace but he well and truly flipped.

“Money? Money?” In he goes to his house and comes back out with a big sparkly new frying pan. “Money?” He shouts again. “I’ll give you fucking money,” and whacks the debt collector on the bonce. “Here, take your fucking pan with you and don’t call round, here again, money!”

And with that, he bounces the pan off the bloke’s head again as he goes running off down the road. The coppers usually walked in twos, and if they saw this or any fighting going on, they’d do an about-turn and walk off back down the road. Streetwise, as they were, how the hell some of my mates’ parents thought they could hide in a ten-foot square room when the debtor came. They had nowhere to hide; the debtors knew it.

The area abounded with a colourful mix of people, most hardworking nine-to-fivers whose husbands went out to work, the wives looking after the house and kids. During the day they’d be popping out and about, over or into Anthony’s for a loaf of bread or a slab of marge or lard, sometimes a few sweets, a little gossip; Mrs Anthony had it all. At teatime, you’d see the husbands come trekking home, heads down, weariness showing in their faces. That’s it, you wouldn’t see them again until the next night. Same at weekends, a night out to the Brit or the Beehive with the wife, a couple of hours with the lads, Sunday lunch, then off home, a couple of hours listening to the radio then off to bed ready to face the daily grind the next day. Everybody was either young or old, no in between. If you were young, you were bushy-tailed and shiny-eyed, or old and haggard looking and worn out like Mrs Jones who lived across the road. She was so big her legs could hardly carry her, veins and lumps sticking out all over the place as she struggled and hobbled across the road. Life was hard for some, alright.



School Days

I started my schooling at the Cromwell Street School, where it very quickly dawned on me that education wasn’t for me. I tried and got my head down, but it was so bleedin’ boring, plus, the teachers didn’t much like me. Not just me either, they didn’t like Bee-Bee, or my mate Robert, Turl, Turley. It wasn’t too long before we started getting the cane and once that started, it didn’t stop, and in we’d go, heads down at the desk.

Next, it would be, “Lewin, Turley, Beards, outside, go to the headmaster’s office.”

Mr Onions was the headmaster, and we never saw a smile on his face. Along, he’d come to look at us and tell us to wait outside his office. He’d walk back in ten minutes later, go into his office and leave us waiting, trembling outside for another ten minutes. We knew he was doing this on purpose, he enjoyed the anticipation, the fear we were going through. We would stand outside shitting ourselves, knowing what was to come. Eventually, he’d call us in one by one and whip our arses. The pain was terrible, and we’d be sent outside to wait, jumping up and down with the pain and crying, by the time the last one came out, our pain would have subsided. We’d start laughing at the tears and pain on the others’ faces. Eventually, we’d be pissing ourselves laughing so much we’d forgotten the pain altogether. Well almost, I don’t think a day went by when we didn’t get a thrashing and none of us ever knew what for, yep, that Onions was a sadist all right, one day he went too far. Bee-Bee went home with wheals on his arse and legs, the next day Mrs Beards came storming into the assembly, grabbed the Onions’ stick and started chasing him around the assembly room.

“Hit my son, would you?” Shouting her head off, it was hilarious. Onions running around the hall, Mrs Beards chasing him like a good un, shouting and bawling, whacking him on his back. Now he was getting a taste of the fear, and it showed on his face. Mrs Beards was our hero, she was a skinny little thing, and with that big hook nose you wouldn’t think she had it in her, but she did all right, and it was a good few weeks before things got back to normal, and the cane reappeared. Our daily routine would be to turn up at school and sit waiting until we could finish and get out at the end of the day. I enjoyed reading, but when it came to maths, I just didn’t have a clue, I wanted to learn, and I tried. Still, when I looked at those numbers in front of me, my eyes just blurred, and the numbers just blurred into each other. One day the teacher came over. “Now Lewin, 2 and 2 makes 4, 4 and 4 make 8.” Smacking my head down on the desk in time with each number, well that was, I couldn’t understand it, didn’t want to understand it and just cut off, refusing to learn at all. Eventually, they would give up and not bother. The rest would turn up, sit down, shut their gobs and do as they were told, fuck that.

Come home time, out we’d run, straight over to the peck, mooching and climbing in and over the houses. There was so much to see and do that we hardly visited the same places twice. If we did, there was always something of interest that we’d missed before. It was fascinating to find what people had left behind in their excitement of leaving and moving into their new houses. We could play all day long, and did; we went out in the morning and never got back until dark. If it were summer nights, we’d get home for a bit of tea, then out again, if we got bored with one place we’d go off mooching to find somewhere else, sometimes it was a challenge to outdo each other.

One day I was taken ill and was taken into the general hospital with pneumonia. I was in there for six months, and there were always lots of visitors looking worried as they peered at me over the bed, deathly quiet. One day I was really bad, and I remember this guy all in black standing over me, I thought I was dreaming for some time until after my mom told me it was the priest come to give me the last rights, last rights? Well, I didn’t know I was that bad, I never felt ill, no wonder it was deathly quiet, they all thought I was gonna croak. When I came home, Dad carried me all the way, I was too weak to walk, I didn’t quite mind this getting ill too much though, I was well fussed over and being stuffed with boiled eggs on my first day, “Go on eat up. It’ll do you good, we’ve got to fill you out a bit.”

Well, I didn’t feel too bad, my ribs were sticking out, and everybody looked away when I sucked in my belly, I thought, it was quite funny. If I sucked my belly in my front could touch my back, but nobody could look, I used to do it even more to annoy them, it took me a few years to get back to normal. I was that thin I could suck my toes.

While I was ill and off school, I spent a lot of time in bed. Mom making sure I had a big hot fire to wake up to, this was just as well as in the winter our house could be cold. I slept with Kenny and Patty in a double bed a sheet and Dad’s army coat on top, we had to cuddle up tight to make sure we all kept under the coat. We’d learnt that there was no point in trying to grab it for yourself as no one would get any kip, better to cuddle up. Mom would always have the piss pot on the landing, but sometimes it was too cold, even to get up and walk over to that, never mind downstairs, through the cold house to the outside bog, far better to piss the bed. The piss was warm and sent a nice warm glow through the body, the next morning there would be hell to pay, but everybody blamed the other.

As I got a bit better, Dad would take me out on the barrer, where I’d stand and watch him work all day in the bullring. Sometimes he’d take his barrer out of town to West Bromwich or Blackheath. I never thought or questioned this at all until one day George Tooty Fruity Tuit Fewtrell, one of Dad’s mates called round they had got a tea chest full of brown powder when I asked Dad what it was.

He said, “Snuff son, snuff?”

“Snuff, what’s snuff?”

“Here stick some of that on the back of your hand and sniff it up your nose.”

Well,’ I did, and it nearly blew my bleeding head off, running around the room like the Asian’s headless chickens, I didn’t ask again. Dad and Fruit got a load of brick and smashed it into dust, once it was smashed enough and filtered through a sieve they mixed it with the rest of the snuff and made two tea chests, each full of snuff. Off, we’d all go, out of town and Mom would start packing the bags into two-ounce bags, while Dad would sell it on the stall for a tanner a bag. It was going down a treat, and Dad had got rid of most of one tea chest when one or two came tootling back.

“Gud afternoon sir, havin’ a bit more snuff today, are we?”

They’d answer through blocked up noses. “No thanks, I’m all right for now.”

“Good snuff though, ain’t it?”

“Oh aye, just blocks the nose up a bit.”

Well, I would have to dive down behind the cart, pissing my pants with laughter. Dad would give that little chuckle, the ready twinkle in his eye; Mom would duck her head and look away. Eventually, he’d move off, taking the barrer somewhere else until all the snuff had gone, there were always regular little “earners” as Dad called them. Some he would sell in his regular pitches, other times he’d take it out of town, if I asked where it came from, all Dad would do is touch his nose, give a little glint and tell me to mind it. I did, I used to hear a little bit about “off the back of a lorry” but what I didn’t know didn’t hurt. Dad’s attitude was that if he didn’t know, then he was doing nothing wrong. It was a common expression around Nechells; everyone bought stuff off the ‘back of the lorry’.

The rules were clearly laid out in our house; Mom and Dad never had long and meaningful conversations with us. We were expected to watch, listen and learn, they were a throwback to the Victorian period, children were to be seen and not heard. If the adults were talking, we were expected to keep our mouths shut, and that was it. Mom and Dad hated grasses, any form of grass with a vengeance; the rules in our house were dead straightforward, easy to understand. I thought it was the same in every household. My mom and dad weren’t crooks or bad people; they were simply trying to make a living the best way they knew how. If you weren’t a little bit bent, you didn’t survive. If you weren’t a little bit bent, you might as well get a job in a factory, on a building site; become an old man before your time, and die early in the process.



Up to Mischief

Saturday mornings we went to the picture house, it would be packed with us screaming kids, roaring on Gene Autry, Roy Rogers or the Cisco Kid. When we came out of that picture house afterwards, we were the Cisco Kid and off we’d go at a gallop down Rocky Lane and on to our bit of the Wild West, the bomb pecks. The flicks were our escape. For a couple of hours, we were transported to another world, another country; the world had just opened its imagination to other worlds. We had films about Buck Rodgers and his fights with the Martians and their invasion of earth. We would sit there, not a sound in the picture house, mesmerised by these little Martians invading us.

It was a natural progression for us to look for other means of excitement, from the houses and backyards to the factories. The demo down the bottom of Schofield Street was another source of excitement; it not only had a watchtower where we could see all around Nechells and up into town. But it also had a cache of air raid helmets that led to many nights of fun running and chasing across the rooftops. We would use the tower to fire rockets off at Bloomsbury Street nick, waiting until the coppers came out scratching their heads, trying to figure out why so many rockets were hitting their doors and windows with no one being about. One night we were up on the roof, and this kid started following us. Sometimes this is how you make and find new mates, but this kid was a bit dim, and we didn’t want him around. We just couldn’t get rid of him, we were running and hiding all over the roof, and he was still following us. Suddenly we heard this crash a loud yell and a thump, bleeding hell, he fell through the skylight. Over we go and look down through the skylight. Silly prat hadn’t got the sense to keep to the main roof, fancy going across the glass. Looking down we could see he was as still as stone, he’s dead, but we couldn’t just walk off and leave him there. First, we thought we saw a movement, then wondered if we’d imagined it. Anyway, we decided to go down and make sure he was still alive alright but only just. We decided to lift him and carry him round to Bloomsbury Nick, with the clear understanding that he had to keep his trap shut. I don’t think he understood us at all, I think he was completely out of it.

At any rate, we picked him up and started carrying him around Freemen Street down to Bloomsbury Nick. As we got under a streetlight, Kenny shot back and shouted look at his fucking foot, with that he ran back and said, “I’m off home.” Bee-Bee and I looked down at the kid’s foot. It was hanging off. I mean hanging off, hanging by a thread. This was big shit time; we were in big trouble all right. Kenny ran off home, and we carried the kid to the nick steps warning him again to keep his trap shut, knocked on the door and scarpered. A few weeks later, we saw the kid walking around Nechells regularly limping badly and dragging his foot. As we passed him, it was obvious he never recognised us. We weren’t too inclined to tell him, after stopping in for a few weeks and keeping our heads down, we could start venturing out again, coast clear.

There was always a sense of danger to our shenanigans. Whether it was climbing onto the roofs of houses, into cellars or church crypts, factory roofs, buildings. One time, we were mooching around a factory down Schofield Street when we came across this big steel tank in the cellar. It was pitch black, just a bit of light shining through when we opened the door. We decided to explore in, and around the tank when Kenny, the silly prat, got stuck halfway down. I couldn’t lean over far enough to reach him; he couldn’t jump up. We could make out water at the bottom of the tank, but we didn’t know how deep it was. Fuck this, we had no choice, someone had to go and fetch help. I sent Bee-Bee; if I went, no one would come. Bee-Bee ran home, next thing, our Dots turned up, opened the door, starts screaming and ranting, what the fucking hells up with her? We ain’t in trouble and Kenny ain’t fallen in the water. It was only after she had got Kenny out and gave him a good fucking whack around the earhole.

“You stupid little bastards, don’t you realise what that is? It ain’t water, its fucking acid, acid. Yes, you fucking idiots, acid, and that’s a vat.”

Fucking hell, acid, there’d have been nothing left on our bodies. The cockiness left us; we headed home, heads down, tails between our legs, this time for another right bollicking off from Mom. This time I got the whack around the earhole for leading Kenny into trouble. Fuck me, this was big shit, we didn’t argue when Mom sent us to bed and wouldn’t let us out for a couple of days. Then we’d be off again, things calmed down, the danger forgot.

Another source of great excitement was the canals or cuts. Birmingham was full of canals and a constant source of excitement, down the bottom of Thimblemill Road, was the gateway to the Birmingham and Fazely Canal leading to Cuckoo Wharf. The Birmingham and Warwick Canal and the Grand Union Canal branched off to lead all over the country; down by Cuckoo Bridge also ran “the runner”. This was a deep culvert that took all the rainwater from all around Birmingham, the culverts were some 15-20 feet deep, and most days the water was just a trickle, but in a heavy storm, the water rose almost to the top of the wall. It was a frightening sight just to look at it roaring along, watching it would frighten the shit out of us. There was many a story of people being swept away and never being seen again. At the bottom of the runner it opened out to a big river, on the side was the lock keeper’s house. We would watch him walking across the river and mudflats, collecting old bits of rubbish and stopping it from building up. We heard the bloke before him was doing the same when a storm built up. He got his waders stuck in the mud and couldn’t get out. One story said he was sucked into the mud, another that he got swept away in the floods, either way, he was never seen again. We would sit there fascinated, watching the lock keeper for ages, waiting to see if he sank in the mud or was swept away.

Further along, the cut was the dark half-hour, so-called because it took so long to get from one end to the other. It was a rite of passage to do the run from one end to the other. The worst part was when you were halfway in between; if a flood built up, you were in deep shit, surely there would be no time to run and get out before being swept away. No one spoke, edging along shitting ourselves at every sound, if we heard a rumbling sound we’d stiffen up, pushing ourselves against the side walls, waiting for the inevitable. Still, it never came; we lived to fight another day. Each day was full of excitement.

Along Cuckoo Wharf were the barges, all tied up along the canal, mainly coal barges, some sunk and sitting on the bottom. In the summer we would take our clothes off and swim in the cut, it was filthy black and dirty green. But we didn’t care; we’d dive in, hit the mud and come back up streaked with mud across our little bellies. The first time we did it, we soon learnt to dive in skimming the top just in case there were any broken bottles or dismantled bikes dumped in there. Keeping our mouths and noses shut just in case, we knew if we swallowed any of that shit we were done for, if we cut ourselves or landed on a sharp object that was it, we would be in the shit, the whole part of that canal was one big karzi.

We would then walk up the Walsall Canal from Cuckoo Bridge, passing through Witton then on to Perry Barr Park. To us city kids we were now in the country, green trees, open spaces and the park, then up past the locks at Perry Barr. We could feel the fresh air coursing through our lungs, we had the world at our feet, and all the time in the world, even the canals up here were cleaner and almost like a lake, just the odd dead dog or cat. We would take our clothes off and dive in for a swim; the canals were deeper here, not full of mud like down Nechells. After a swim we would go on the mooch, up and around the banks, looking into people’s gardens. It seemed that every house along the canal had apple and fruit trees, the first time we’d fill our trousers and carry a few pounds in our open jumpers. Some gardens had raspberries, blackcurrants, after the first time we’d remember to take a bag so we could load ourselves up with fruit. Walking back home, weighed down and knackered we would be rewarded by Mom making a few apple and fruit pies. We’d gorge on them until our little bellies were choc-a-block, content and ready for bed.

Over on the Walsall Canal, we could see over to the Hampstead Colliery and watch the lifts going across the sky from one end of the colliery to the other. This seemed a really exciting experience to us, me, Kenny, David Parry, Jonny Beards and Turley. We decided to go down and have a mooch. At one end, they were loading these skips up with coal, off they’d go to be tipped onto mountains at the other end, sneaking through, three of us dived in one skip, three in the other, as we took off we popped our little heads up over the lip. As we climbed higher we could see for miles, into the back gardens, over to the canal we had just swum in, over to the end of the line where we were going, it was then that it fucking hit us, how the fuck do we get out? We thought we would just reach the tip of the slag heap at the other end and jump out, a couple of feet. Well, we jumped alright, but it was at least ten foot. We all started screaming and shouting. All of us shitting ourselves with fear, looking around there was no one to save us, no one to come to our rescue, we were in deep shit. I looked at Kenny and realised that we only had the one chance and that was to jump. I shouted the same to the others; three of us jumped and hit the side of the slag heap. There was no stopping us as we gambolled and slid nonstop to the bottom at 100 miles an hour. At the bottom, safe, we looked at each other with a sigh of relief, we were alive, looking up we could see Bee-Bee, Turley and Parry, ashen-faced, mouths open, screaming. “Fucking well jump,” we waved our arms as it started to go round, if they didn’t jump quickly it would start to tip if they got caught in the tip they would go down anyway with a ton of coal and slack on top of them. We started pointing to the ones in front that had already tipped. They started screaming again, this time they jumped, seconds before the skip tipped. Down they tumbled screaming their heads off, me, Kenny and Dukesy pissing ourselves laughing. When they got down, brushed the coal dust off and stopped shaking we all started to laugh and puff our chests out, full of bravado, we had done something no one else had done. We went back to the canal diving in with our clothes on to wash them, walking home as the sun-dried our clothes and no one was any the wiser.

Another time we were walking back along the locks from Perry Barr when we noticed the big mound spread over the land at the side of the canal. Climbing over the fence, we figured it was some kind of council tip and decided to explore it. Climbing up the sides, we saw it was quite steep, and when we reached the top, it flattened out and was as big as a football pitch. This was most interesting. We couldn’t figure it out as we walked across the ground seemed to be a bit soft and moved under our feet, further and further, we walked across the centre when before we knew it the ground was even softer. Suddenly I came to a full stop, looked back at Kenny with a fear rising in my stomach, fucking hell, this is dangerous. Worse, I noticed steam or smoke coming out of cracks in the ground, fucking hell, the fear was getting worse now. It was our worst nightmare, something was burning underground, and one wrong move and we could be sucked in and down, burnt to bits and no one knowing about it. Worse, if Kenny went down, how could I tell Mom? I looked at Kenny, and he could see the total fear in my face and eyes. I said to him turn around and go back the way we’ve come stepping in the exact places coming over, he turned around. I followed, slowly, cacking ourselves with fear. Eventually, we got to the edge and climbed down to the canal where we stood shaking. Kenny looked at me, face blank, “What was all that about?” When I explained, I saw the fear and relief rise in his eyes. We never went over on that trip again and made sure none of our mates did. In truth, I think we were the only ones fucking stupid enough to do it in the first place. Some things are just too dangerous.

Jacky Waldron had decided that we should all go down to the mines where the coal was being brought over Hampstead Colliery. We arranged to meet up the next day: me Jack, Eddie Ginger Dukes, and a couple of others. I couldn’t make it, they didn’t give a shit and set off without me, getting on the bogies stacked with coal going down from the mine entrance there were only a few inches above their heads. One young lad, Ernie not realising, raised his head only to hit a steel girder in the roof. It split his scalp straight off, tore him backwards, breaking his legs, hips, and Lord knows what else. Jacky was the hero of the day; he managed to drag Ernie out of the mine into the daylight. He was taken to hospital where he stayed for months. Jacky had a big picture taken of him sitting on his bike leaning on the lamppost in his courtyard. Yes, Jacky was the hero of the day, worshipped by us all, he was my hero, and I was dead jealous. Ernie’s parents weren’t so forgiving and blamed Jack for putting their son in a wheelchair. He was in that wheelchair for life. I never mentioned it to my mom.
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