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PREFACE

Often when relating or hearing tales from when the antique trade was in its pomp; busy antique shops in most market towns; Volvos piled high with furniture; frenetic business done on the opening day of major antique fairs, I often thought, someone ought to write all this down, before it becomes lost. I made a start on numerous occasions, but all came out as just a string of anecdotes, until chancing upon the solution, as found in this book; something that tied all together. 
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INTRODUCTION

The story covers the period, roughly between 1974 and 2004, including details of initial blunderings, door-knocking escapades, the antique ring, impact of the Irish travellers, a house clearance in Australia, the trade-chain along which goods passed on their way to the final customer and a multitude of other particulars, only someone from within the antique trade could realistically provide. 


	


PROLOGUE

When recently driving the country lanes, on my way to an auction held in a South Herefordshire village hall, my head wrestling with an intractable portion of a planned fiction, I chanced upon on a man, a good 30 years my senior, whose snippets of dealings from a past age, filled me with such fascination, I decided to abandon my intended story and pursue the trail that led to the contents of this book. 


	


PART ONE


	


CHAPTER ONE

It was a pleasant drive up through the Wye Valley and I’d timed the run to miss the early morning Monmouth congestion, plus had also remembered the mobile speed trap, a large white van occasionally parked on a bridge at the summit of a long rise up the dual carriageway. A few, cruising leisurely past showed sudden red-light alarm, but alas, probably too late. I continued east, then north, following the scrap of a map I’d drawn, leading to a village hall sale I’d been told about. A friend had spotted the tiny advert in a local paper and on ringing the auctioneer, had realised some lots could be of interest. With my business being based on hiring out furniture and props for parties and weddings, with the proviso, all items must be from natural materials and recyclable, what my friend had gleaned, gave me the impetus to take a gamble on the trip being profitable. I always loved exploring that natural, largely unchanged part of the border country, plus as I drove, it gave a chance to wrestle with the plot of a book I had the notion to write. I’d already had one published and thought the second would duly flow, but the logic of one important twist in the tale simply refused to stand the test of credibility. Each time I thought I’d discovered the answer, I found myself muttering, ‘Not even I believe that!’

The sale was being held in small village hall on the Welsh Marches and I’m aware there must be a more direct route, but hadn’t dared risk entanglement in the myriad of lanes and anyway, even with going slightly the long way round, I still managed to arrive in plenty of time. I know I should use Satnav, but have always reasoned, you’ll never learn the routes if not engaging the brain to find destinations and anyway, shortest routes can often take longer, especially when stuck behind a tractor. It was old fashioned stock I was seeking, with an old-fashioned attitude to match, even to the point of reading about the history of towns and villages I visited, not only out of interest, but also out of respect for their past. One snippet of information about this particular western pocket of Herefordshire had tickled me. Apparently, for any man of the cloth applying to work here in the early 1900’s, a prerequisite was being bilingual in Welsh and English, as many of the locals only spoke a dialect known as Herefordshire Welsh. A good few place names still attest to that, but what a shame it has now died out. 

Being a fine day, many of the early lots sat in rows, out in the village hall car park. I’d had to leave the van quite a way up the lane, beyond the line of cars, pick-ups and Land Rovers jammed in against the hedge. The atmosphere was quite convivial, with I’m sure most turning up out of nothing more than curiosity and a good excuse to chat to their neighbours. Most of the men were dressed in work gear and the favoured method of examining goods seemed to be a stick-prod or a sharp toe-ender. Those chatting in neighbourly groups kindly parted to allow me room, falling silent as if mystified when I upended items for examination. Needing to look for damage or woodworm wouldn’t have occurred to those, not there to buy the furniture. The lots were numbered with the large red numerals on oval white paper discs, glued down with flour and water paste, which apparently, had always been the case at farm sales years ago. They can be a hell of a job to remove and so no chance of swapping lot numbers, an old dealer’s trick, I’d been told, from back in the days when contesting for goods at the better auctions, had at times been tantamount to stylised warfare. Such small, interesting nuggets occasionally coming my way, had whetted my appetite to delve for more information regarding that frenetic time from the late sixties onward. A time when one after another, various parts of the globe developed antique fever, buying up stock from the British trade to ship to America, Italy, Holland, Germany and even Australia. 

The trick I referred to, had apparently been used to deter certain dealers from leaving bids on the book. The number of a coveted lot would be swapped with that of another, similar but far inferior. The trade would then bid the latter up to way past its value, meaning a severe financial shock awaited the dealer, eagerly returning to collect his prize. I had been told that some traders were renowned for being particularly vicious when it came to deterring their opposition, even to the point of damaging goods lost to a rival, which on the one hand I found slightly repelling, but on the other, fascinating, being nothing like the genteel world I’d imagined. 

Little did I know, that on this particular day I was to chance upon someone who would set me off on a trail of discovery, stretching back into the previous century and that the investigation would be that fascinating, I’d abandon plans for my proposed book and instead write this one.

I bought myself a mug of tea and a sandwich from the ladies in the little tearoom. The hot liquid, poured from a large brown pot, tasted better than any tea I’d drunk in years and the fresh cut ham sandwiches with their thin crunchy crusts, had a succulent addition of salad. 

The wickerwork suite was my first lot of interest, which was bought quite reasonably, as was the stack of stoneware jars and even better, the items I’d dug out for conversion to lamps, cost virtually nothing. A rag-work rug was on the dirty side, but would look totally different when cleaned, but what I coveted above all, was a small, two-part miniature press cupboard, made from reclaimed timber. It was nothing more than odds and ends put together years ago in someone’s shed, but it had a certain charm and on first spotting it, I couldn’t help it, the little oddity raised a smile. It was knocked down to me for a mere £9.

At end of sale, with vehicles reversing in, followed by the mayhem as they edged their way back out, it was difficult getting my van in for loading. Trails of people struggled with various goods up the lane and outside the saleroom itself was a complete melee. When paying, I left contact details, for the auctioneer to notify me of any further venues and he commandeered a porter to help. I don’t know why I was thus favoured, but wasn’t complaining. The man was the youngest of the three white-coated assistants and had a fair idea of how to pack, understanding economy of space and the risk of one item damaging another. It was when tucking in the curious little cupboard with blankets, I realised I was being watched.

He was quite a tall man and although clearly advanced in years, still had a full head of hair, grey around the temples, glints of silver elsewhere, but otherwise surprisingly still dark in colour. He’d obviously recently returned from sunnier climes and his genial look, became instantly warmer when lit by a smile.

“That little cupboard you bought,” he said pointing. “It takes me back a few years.”

“Why, have you seen it before?”

He shook his head. “A man I worked for many years ago, bought a few lots very similar. I had to drive to Rhayader to collect it all. What struck me was, they were totally at odds with what he normally dealt in. Having said that, he sold it all instantly. You and he must have a similar eye.” The final sentence was said with a merry glint.

It jolted me slightly, for when previously enquiring about characters in the antique trade, the successful ones had often been described as having an eye for the job. It was apparently, one of the top accolades a dealer could receive, bestowing far more than status derived from merely throwing sheer wealth at the job, for it meant they had a natural flair; something that couldn’t be learnt or taught. You either had it or you didn’t.

I was of course interested to hear more and told him, once my van was packed and driven down the lane for ease of get-away, if he didn’t mind, I’d join him back at the carpark. My new acquaintance said he’d get the teas in and on returning I saw him emerge carefully holding a mug in each hand with two homemade cakes balanced on a plate between. To be clear of exhaust fumes and bustle, we made our way to the edge of the carpark.

He introduced himself as Mike and said he occasionally attended these country sales, more for old times’ sake, rather than for what was on offer. He enjoyed chatting to the locals and reminiscing at how different such venues had been years ago. 

I asked if he’d bought anything and pulling out a polished piece of wood from his pocket, he handed it to me.

“It was in a box of junk. You very rarely see them these days. Well in fact, they weren’t that common fifty years ago.”

The shorter slim, rectangular end, had a hole drilled down its length and faded greens, reds and yellows, adorned the tiny triangles of the cross-hatched decoration. The 5 inch longer section had been cut and polished to resemble a curved wooden knife blade.

“What was it for?” I asked. It was too curved to be a paper-knife.

“It’s a knitting sheath,” Mike answered, explaining, that when a needle was wedged in the hole and the blade tucked into a lady’s waist band, it acted like a third hand. “Most were whittled to be given as love tokens and as you can imagine, in much less overt times, such a shape being accepted and knowledge of where it would later be inserted, would have brought a certain frisson.”

“A little piece of folk art,” I said handing it back.

“Well, when you think about it, so is that cupboard you bought. I know it’s only homemade, but it captures a spirit of times gone by and also in its way, is entirely unique. You won’t find another exactly like it.”

We talked a little more, with me divulging an interest in old yarns regarding the antique trade and on leaving, almost as an afterthought, he suggested we meet up at another sale, due the following week, further north, just over the Welsh border. He said, he couldn’t promise it would be profitable, but at least I’d get to hear more about the boss he’d once worked for and some of the tales from back in the old days, adding, “We might even be lucky enough to chance upon an old contact. You should find him interesting. His experiences stretch back even further than mine.” He wrote down the details and disappeared off down the lane.

It was a bit of a gamble to drive that far beyond, what I called home territory, just on the off-chance of it being worthwhile, but I couldn’t help it, I could feel myself getting hooked. 


	


CHAPTER TWO

The sale in question was being held on a Saturday in the pretty market town of Montgomery, made all the more charming by it being a county town that never really grew. I drove into the broad market square and saw Mike waving me into the last vacant parking spot. He removed the traffic cone as I reversed in and putting it far side of pavement said, “We won’t be needing that anymore.”

After exchanging pleasantries, he apologised, saying he thought he’d wasted my time. Having viewed the sale, even rooting through all the boxes, he’d not found a single item of merit. He accompanied me up the townhall steps, told me there was more upstairs, then said he would disappear for a while, having need of a few groceries.

The only thing you could call a genuine antique was a circular, pale mahogany stand, with a marble-top insert. The auctioneer proudly showing onlookers, hooked a fingernail into a thin vertical crack and pulling the curved door open, said with a beam of triumph, “A pot cupboard.” Suitably impressed onlookers, turning one to the other, couldn’t have looked more astounded, had he pulled out a live rabbit from within.

Mike had been right, what had been advertised as an antique sale was no more than second hand clear-outs, which I must confess, suited me fine, but all I actually found, were a couple of wicker baskets and a Lloyd Loom linen basket minus its lid. They were early lots fortunately, for had they been upstairs they’d not have warranted hanging around for. 

When I later pointed out my finds to Mike, he just said with a patient look, “Mmm, I see.” Then obviously sickened by the sight of auctioneer going through his wonderous act of pot cupboard revelation once again, said, with sad shake of head, “Come on, I can’t stand any more of this, there’s 20 minutes before the off, I’ll show you a place I love.” 

We walked along a street leading off the square and entered an emporium, like stepping back in time, Bunners. The more one looked, however, it was the setting that was the time-warp, not the goods. The kitchenware was top quality. I bought a mug and milk jug, both with striking floral adornment and could have stayed mesmerized for far longer than circumstances allowed. The staff were a no-nonsense, efficient delight, carefully wrapping and packing my purchases into a box and the little experience made my trip, already seem well worth the effort.

Walking back, I quickened my stride slightly, people were hurrying up the Town Hall steps, indicating the sale was underway. Mike pointing to an old shop front on the left said, “You’d never believe it, but I once collected two pieces of early yew wood furniture, a fine Georgian bookcase and 26 rushlights from inside that place.” 

What were rushlights? I didn’t ask. I was in danger of missing my lots, but did make a mental note to look it up later. 

Back in the Town Hall, the sale was indeed underway and even though packed, I managed to squeeze into a spot where the auctioneer couldn’t miss my bids. He was selling as he walked along the rows and a clerk following, took down the details of those purchasing. I bought the lidless linen basket for a maiden bid of a pound, but had to pay a little more than usual for the two baskets. I had no use for what lay within, but it soon became obvious others had seen merit in the contents.

As a clerk’s table had been set up downstairs, I was able to pay immediately and handing the receipt to a porter, was handed the two baskets. They were a fine rich, conker colour and had a pleasant bulge to their oval shape and once in my possession, I wasn’t sorry I’d paid that little extra. 

“Would you sell me that old food mincer?” The request came from a small grey-haired lady standing beside me. “And how much do you want for that brass pastry cutter and the cutlery?”

“Did you want that old can opener?” asked another. He was referring to a bull-headed rust speckled implement with a looped tail forming the handle. 

“What’s it worth to you?”

“Would you accept three quid?”

By the time I’d sold all the bits of interest, the baskets owed me nothing. Mike looking on, was shaking his head in disbelief and laughing.

“What do you want this old laundry basket for?” he asked, carrying it down to the pavement. “Do you have a lid for it?”

“It doesn’t need a lid. It will make a good stand for a shrub.”

“Another world,” he answered with a wry look. “When I think of all the wonderful things I used to collect from here years ago,--- dressers, Georgian oak linen presses, bureaus, bookcases, coffers, corner cupboards, you name it---. That pot cupboard he’s so proud of, would never have even figured in the reckoning. A bolder one with fluted moulding, maybe, but not that insipid piece of Victoriana. One of the shippers would have bought it to put in a container bound for America.”

For a former van driver, he seemed to have picked up a fair knowledge from the man he’d worked for, which cheered me no end, for he was just the sort of contact I needed. I could sense a book forming in my mind. We put my purchases in the van and headed off across the street to a small tearoom. A group was shuffling about, making ready to leave and so we grabbed their table beside the shallow bay window.

“He doesn’t seem to be here,” Mike said, surveying the small room. “What do you fancy? I’ll order it and nip out the back. On a decent day he sometimes sits outside.” 

He returned, shaking his head. A young girl brought us coffee and slices of barra brith, the Welsh name for a moist currant cake usually served with butter.

I said, “All those goods you told me you collected from here years ago? Who exactly was it for?” 

“John Dodds. Sorry, I thought I’d already told you. He had a large shop in a border town, east of here. He was quite a big player back then, but I bet if he walked into one of these country salerooms now, no-one would even recognise him.”

Sensing a certain wistfulness, I didn’t comment, but instead said that my interest regarding antiques went a little deeper than I’d first divulged and finally confessed, “I’m thinking of writing a book.”

He laughed. “Difficult unless you’ve lived through those times yourself. Doddsy himself, had always intended to do the same, but after a number of attempts, gave up. I’ve still got all his notes. He gave them to me one day. He said, ‘Here, you have them, Mike, they’re bringing back too many bad memories.’”

“Bad memories?”

“It wasn’t all buying cheap and raking in a fortune, you know. You had to know what you were doing and there were some incredibly tough times. On a few occasions I remember him looking white with worry, up to his neck in debt and yet having to keep up pretences, appearing as keen and hungry for the next lot as if business was booming.”

“Would there be any chance of me seeing those notes?”

He was silent for a while,--- “Yes, I don’t see why not. Can’t do any harm. Most of those mentioned would be dead by now anyway. Here he is!”

I instantly turned, expecting to see John Dodds himself, but the man entering was slightly stooped, had white curled remnants of what once would have been a luxuriant mop and the smile he gave, although suddenly taking ten years off his wrinkled face, didn’t lend him the demeanour of someone who had once been a renowned antique dealer. He was introduced as George and with a squeaking of chair legs, as those at the next table budged up a bit, we managed to squeeze him in. Mike making the introductions, told him of my interest in days of yore and I’m not exaggerating, his face instantly lit up. He had apparently been the driver for one of the legendary doyens of the antique trade, his services necessitated by the man’s penchant for liquid refreshment. He told me, he’d be quite happy to divulge, but suggested, with some of it being of rather a sensitive nature, it might be better we repair to a less crowded setting. 

“Well just tell him the swing door story,” urged Mike. “You remember the one.”

“Oh, THAT sale!” 

We drew closer to listen and before George began, Mike explained that back in those days, a week’s wage for the average working man was about £12 and so a ten-pound note would have been the equivalent to over £250 today. “Back in those days,” he said, “if a lot made over £100 pounds there was a round of applause. I’m not kidding, everyone would start clapping.” 

I obviously didn’t take notes, but so not to lose the detail, wrote the following as soon as I got home. 

George was brought what must have been his usual order, coffee and carrot cake and with an anticipatory grin, began by explaining, “It happened at an auction down in West Wales. The church hall, the venue for the sale, had one of those typical Gothic shaped doorways. This led into the porch and barring the way to the hall beyond, was this massive pair of swing doors. The place did have a small gallery, but was basically open to the rafters and absolutely packed with folks, almost as if the auction was like the circus come to town. You actually had to squeeze and weave your way between them, to get into the place. Meanwhile, my boss, Ben Evans, was doing his usual thing, carousing in the nearby hotel while a designated minion bought all the main lots for sorting out later.”

“You mean by the ring?” I asked.

Mike giving a warning look, nodded in the direction of the nearby table. 

“Well,” said George. “The day had been going along quite pleasantly and as the booze flowed, Ben would occasionally ask me to nip into the hall and report back as to how things were faring. I told him, a few lots were safely in the bag, but there was this main item of interest, a Georgian mahogany, serpentine commode chest and I noticed him getting decidedly fidgety as the time for its sale approached. I was actually inside the hall when the lot came up and a number of the trade had abandoned their little get-together to squeeze themselves into advantageous positions, some even sitting up on a piano and pieces of furniture arrayed around the room.”

“The auctioneer had one of those voices that could knock an old tin can over at twenty paces. He bawled, ‘So what will you give me for this fine mahogany chest? Do I hear 20? 10? Come on start me at 5! Whose got a fiver, you know it’s worth it!’” 

George started to laugh as he said, “Just then, the swing doors burst apart, knocking folks flying and there swaying in the opening was Ben Evans. The place fell silent. Everyone was watching, completely transfixed. I can still see him now. This vision, with a single digit raised on high, slurring, ‘One unnred pounds,’ before falling backwards into the vestibule.”

“Well over two grand in today’s money,” Mike chipped in.

“Watching the doors still flapping, the auctioneer, stunned to silence, tapped his gavel and mouthed, ‘Sold.’ You can imagine it can’t you. The whole place literally erupted with laughter. Some dealers were holding their sides, crying from the pain of it.”

“Oh, there was another sale-----. I’ve just remembered. It was a few years later.” George paused to partake of his coffee, then continued. “It was a sale in Ludlow. A well-known local historian had died and when they cleared his premises, a number of the items were that rare, a few of the London trade turned up. Some of the medieval pottery and metalwork, in actual fact was worthy of a museum and well beyond the knowledge of most of the local trade, but Ben knew his stuff and wasn’t afraid to give it a go. On knocking a lot down to him, the auctioneer pronounced, ‘Sold! To Mr. Ben Evans. Thank you, sir. The last of a dying breed.’ It brought a few chuckles, but it was sad really, for the old guard with their immense knowledge was dying out and a new breed, buying unheard of things like, pine and Victoriana, was coming through.” 

Mike got up to pay and on returning, said we ought to go to a quieter spot. “Have you ever seen the castle?”

I hadn’t, to which he replied, “George, we can’t let him leave without seeing the castle.”

We drove up in Mike’s car and I was glad we hadn’t elected to walk, for the slope was quite severe. There were only two other cars parked and following the path and exchanging greetings with two old dears who had been exercising their small dogs, we headed towards the splendid oak bridge that gave access to the ruins. George, pointing down to the packed rows of houses, said a massive county gaol had once dominated that part of town, but other than the grand entryway, little remained of it today. Pointing vaguely in a westerly direction, he said a Welsh castle had been built across the far side of the Severn to supposedly counter this English one and then pointing in the opposite direction, explained, to the north of what he called Corndon Hill, a small stone circle still stood. 

Apparently, there had been an earlier castle predating this one, a motte and bailey, which he dismissed as being, “Just a bit of a bulge, lying over yonder. And if you look down there,” he said, pointing to where a road arrowed north, “You can just make out the line of Offa’s Dyke, cut through by that road to Welshpool.”

“So for hundreds of years, this really was border country.”

“Lord aah!” he said, laughing as he slipped into a bit of local parlance. “Those Welsh, they burnt the town once. The castle held out, but the town below us was toast. Clun got the same treatment.”

“That would have been in Owen Glendower’s day.” I had quickly scanned the history of the area the day before.

“Yes, something like that,” George replied. “I bet even Shrewsbury would have got scorched, had that battle gone the other way.”

“What battle? What year was that?” 

George couldn’t remember and I’d left my phone in the van and so couldn’t look it up.

“Shrewsbury’s over that way.” He said pointing north. Then after pause for thought, said, “That reminds me.”

“Sounds like another Ben Evans story could be imminent,” said Mike.

“It wasn’t one of Hall’s auctions, it was in another small saleroom as you head uptown, from down by the Welsh Bridge. Ben had done his usual trick, passing on instructions to the lads, leaving the day clear to partake in one of his favourite watering holes. He was in a bit of a state when I went to collect him and was not best pleased when one of the boys at last dared break the news. The main lot of the day, the Georgian mahogany wall shelves had not been netted. They had chickened out and let a dealer from Dorrington run off with the prize.”

George laughed, “He was absolutely raving, ‘You let that woman get the better of you!’ I won’t tell you what he called them, but you can imagine.”

“So what happened?” I asked.

“I had to drive him to Dorrington didn’t I---and there proudly displayed in the shop window were the wall shelves. I must admit, they were quite splendid. You didn’t have to be an antique dealer to see that, but the trouble was, the shop was shut. Ben rang the bell, hammered on the door, but she was obviously either not there, or not willing to open the door to him. He was a gent when sober, but could be a nasty piece of work when he’d had a skinful. Well anyway, it was now opening time and so of course Ben needed a top-up. He kept sending me back to see if there was any sign of life in the shop and on the third visit, I noticed a light on, upstairs.”

“Ben would get himself in a state,” Mike chipped in. “They used to joke, if ever he dried himself out, he’d instantly shrivel and die.”

“So, we went back to the shop and Ben rapped on the door. When the woman appeared, looking a bit nervous, I have to add, Ben asked her what sort of profit she wanted on the shelves.”

“She told him and even now, I can see the way his eyes bulged in disbelief. Because of sheer intake of booze, it often lingered awaiting a vacancy below, giving his words a gargling accompaniment, with a tendency to dribble and as if harbouring a small oyster that defied swallowing, he burbled, ‘George, the woman’s stark staring mad! Take me from here this instant.’ Near the door, he turned and asked, ‘Now come on, do try and be reasonable, what do you really want?’

She repeated the price. 

Accompanied by an angry stamp of foot, ‘How can the likes of you, stuck in a little place like this, dream up a price such as that?’

‘I just like them,’ she said.

‘Well fair enough,’ says Ben. ‘So do I, but do try and be reasonable, woman!’ He was back in the middle of the hallway by now and swaying a bit, obviously suffering from the day’s intake. ‘The price you’re asking,’ he said clutching his chest, ‘almost brought on a heart attack! Can you not find it within yourself to reconsider?’

‘I’m sorry, but that’s the price I want.’

I think the air must have got to him on that walk from the pub, sending all the alcohol coursing through his system, for he now started to stagger. He had quite a sway on as he wrote out the cheque. ‘She’s barking mad,’ he growled and the flourish to his signature, sent him reeling in my direction. The woman watched aghast, as with legs crossing in rapid dressage mode, he ended up flat on his back in the hallway, the dull impact resonating from nearby clocks. With cheque held aloft, he instructed grandly, ‘Pay the woman.’” 

On our way back down into the town, George told us a couple more snippets, regarding Ben Evans, and in the main square, pointing to a grand Georgian town house, told us, “That was Ben’s place.”

We were saying our farewells when, he said, “Nearly forgot, it got besieged one night. It was after one of the Welsh sales. Ben had made off with the best lot and when the lads found out, they were furious. They came tearing into town like a posse, hammering on his door and demanding he put the thing up to them. A cab-leg lowboy, I think it was.”

“What? The ring were demanding this?” 

“Yes, they were furious and wouldn’t leave the square until he let them in. They made such a racket, it left him with no choice.”

When George had gone on his way, I said to Mike, “It sounds unbelievable.”

“It’s true,” he said. “There are many more tales like that. Some more uproarious in fact, but most of what you just heard, happened way before Doddsy’s time.”

“So how long have you known George?”

For some reason the question took him a little off guard, but then he said, “Not long really. Just happened to bump into him a couple of years back.”

We agreed to meet again. He said he’d ring and would remember to bring John Dodds’s scribblings along with him. The goods I’d bought would barely pay for the day’s diesel, but in another way, it had been well worth the trip. 

Later, when back home, I looked up the battle of Shrewsbury. It had been fought in 1403 and although as I’d guessed, it had been in Owen Glendower’s time, on that particular day, the man in question had been down on a bit of enforcing duty in Carmarthen. So nowhere near Shrewsbury, let alone close enough to torch it, as his followers had done to Clun and Montgomery. The Welsh castle, George had alluded to, turned out to be Dolforwyn, hurriedly put up by order of the self-declared Prince of Wales, Llywelyn ap Gruffyd, to counter English aggression. For some reason they hadn’t dug a well and after being besieged by Roger Mortimer’s forces, in the Spring of 1277, it capitulated through lack of water. Even though, the castle had supposedly been a bit of a rush job, I was amazed there had been such an oversight. The English moved in, dug a well and the villagers, formerly living beyond the castle walls, were resettled in what is now Newtown. 

Then in the Summer of that same year, Edward 1 launched his decisive attack into North Wales and I was surprised to read, more than half his army had been recruited from South Wales. Seemingly, divide and conquer has ever been thus and in 1282, Llywelyn, the last native Prince of Wales, was somehow lured away from his army and killed by English lancers near Builth Wells. But not to worry, in 1301 King Edward had the bright notion of offering his adversaries compensation, another Prince of Wales, his very own son. I thought, no wonder they delight in beating us at rugby. 

I also looked up rushlights. They were a form of free lighting. Rushes were cut and dried and their pith dipped in tallow. When lit and fed through pincers of a rushlight, it gave a dim and probably rather smelly lighting to a room. There were illustrations. Some had iron tripod supports, others, polished wooden stands, some hung from beams and yet others were for hammering into a beam. Top of the range could be adjusted for height and also had a tiny spike to hold a small candle. 

I started making notes for my story and when writing a brief sketch of my new friend Mike, it suddenly dawned on me, considering he’d been nothing more than a general factotum, he seemed to have a fair deal of knowledge regarding the antique trade. Over time, I’d found need to employ people to deliver and collect for me and other than know how to handle and pack the goods, they didn’t seem to show much interest in what the items were, or what they might be used for. I did try and explain on a couple of occasions, thinking it might make their job more interesting, but after seeing the glazed look of disinterest, I gave up.

This brought me to thinking about John Dodds himself and the question, if still alive, where was he now? His shop had apparently been, east of Montgomery. A vague description to say the least. I Googled his name and found a brief account of what he had specialised in and above it, a picture of a large premises in Ludlow. The business was obviously long gone and so what I was looking at was an ancient reference, still lingering on the internet.

The next meeting with Mike was in the charming market town of Tenbury Wells. I’d parked and a message came through on my phone to meet him at the Pump Rooms. I knew the rough location for I had read a little about the town the previous day. 

“What are you grinning at?” he asked.

“It looks like it was designed by a committee. An exceedingly imaginative one at that.”

“I know, isn’t it marvellous? They built it in 1862,” he said, prodding a piece of literature he was holding. “I didn’t forget the notes you asked for,” he added. “I left them in the car. It’s parked in the main street.” 

It stood outside an interesting looking ironmonger’s shop, the sort of premises that tempts with the notion, ‘There must be something in there I need.’ I was handed a massive crumpled brown envelope, stuffed with papers, but then Mike floored me somewhat, by saying, as much as he’d like to, he couldn’t stay; he’d have to love and leave; “Pressing duties elsewhere.” 

I was obviously a little taken aback and as if by way of compensation, he suggested I take a look at another little architectural gem, his curved sweep of hand indicating it lay beyond the sharp turn, end of high street, behind me. Pointing in the opposite direction, to where a few pieces of second-hand furniture stood forlornly on the pavement, he said, that was the shop I needed to head for. “The man could well have the type of goods you’re looking for and you might just find, he can tell you a thing or two about John Dodds.” Apologising again, he gave a wave and drove off.

It wasn’t what I’d expected at all and watching his car disappear from sight over the river bridge, I thought, what an enigma this man was turning out to be. 

I took the trouble to look at the architectural gem he’d suggested, the old market hall and wasn’t disappointed. It was a small, compact circular building with a light gothic touch, crowned by a roof with such an exaggerated overhang, it put me in mind of those massive sunshade hats, the Chinese wear in the paddy fields. Above all, with tiles matching the main roof, was a raised fenestrated lantern, to offer more light within. 

The shop I headed for, now with very much a sinking feeling, was beyond the Regal, a remnant from when the movie world held such sway and with the shop not being too far from the river, I did glance in the window, but then walked the few extra yards to the stone bridge with its busy white painted railings. I think it’s the only bridge I’ve ever seen with a definite bend in it and cars far side had to pause to allow a small truck through. Looking down at the unperturbed manner of the ducks busying themselves and then dreamily watching the river’s flow, swirling around a shrub strewn island, I thought what a beautifully tranquil part of the country. 

I retraced my steps and on entering the small shop, was given an affable greeting by the proprietor, who, although of quite generous build, had the slightly self-deprecating stoop of a man who’d probably spent too many years trying to persuade people to part with their cash. I described the type of things I was looking for and he said, chances could be, we’d both be in luck, but he’d have to close the shop and take me round to his store. I won’t go into great detail about what I bought, but suffice to say, it made the trip worthwhile. The main thing of interest, which of course, I will dwell on; just as my friend Mike had informed me, this man could fill me in with a few more details regarding John Dodds. I had come to the firm decision; the man would be the central character in my antique saga.

Apparently, they had both started in the trade, about the same time, but whereas my new contact Clive, had been happy to keep pootling along, as he put it, John Dodds had expanded his business to such an extraordinary degree, he often dealt in items costing many thousands. Even when paying prices that would have given the average antique dealer a nose bleed, he would somehow, as if by magic, send the goods on their way into the trade.

In the early days, both had attended the auctions, held across the road in the old cattle market; now a supermarket, but he said, “As Doddsy progressed, even though he no longer attended the sales, the best items still seemed to end up with him.” 

He took me outside and pointing to small wrought iron first floor balcony said, “Can you imagine getting a massive pine cupboard from out of there? It was that wide, we had to take the sash window out to squeeze it through the frame. Short of building it in situ, makes you wonder how they first got it in there. Trouble was, moving it was part of the agreement and being a firm of solicitors, I could hardly mess them about. There was stuff in there like you wouldn’t believe, partners desks, roll-top desks, bookcases, smoker’s bow armchairs, a huge hallstand; sold Doddsy the lot. I made him promise mind you, he’d have to come back and help me out with that beast of a thing. It must have been at least 8 foot by 4, filled from top to bottom with pigeon holes; double doored and most of it pitch pine. It weighed a ton and pitch pine was not flavour of the month.”

“Sounds like a nightmare.” I looked up at the window, “Could have killed someone.”

“It was Doddsy’s idea. He parked his van, directly below on the pavement and having struggled, walking it inch by inch to the window, we tipped the thing on its back, slid it over the balcony and down onto his roof rack. Didn’t do the balcony much good,” he added laughing.

He carried on chatting, telling me of other deals, the seemingly endless van loads of pine, the sofa table deal, where there had been that much Regency furniture, he’d had to store it under a tarpaulin until John Dodds, buying the lot, had cleared it. He’d usually give him first chance if anything good was in the offing, for he would turn up immediately and as long as the price was right, tended not to haggle. He’d also once done him a great favour, speaking up in his defence when a pair of urns he’d bought had turned out to be a bit on the warm side.

I didn’t quite understand how an uninvolved third party could defend someone’s purchase of stolen garden urns. He coloured slightly at my query and so I left it at that, asking instead about others he’d known in the trade. He told me of a few who’d risen high, shooting stars, were apparently what they were known as. Seemingly unstoppable, until overcommitting and disappearing back to near anonymity. A couple of others went spectacularly bust. He told me of one unlikely success, a shipper, who unless by pure accident, had never bought a good lot in his life, the man being perfectly happy to make his living, filling containers with dross to be auctioned in America. “Well, you’d never believe it, one day in he waltzes, huge white shorts, fat as a barrel, fresh back from the States, as if he’d just stepped off his yacht moored in the river back there,--- a fully-fledged millionaire.” Clive gave a wry laugh, “Most dealing in the better goods, never really got rich from it. Seems like you had to deal in junk to do that.” Then returning to the self-deprecating wistful look, “Me? I’m just happy pottering along.”

“And John Dodds?”

“Nobody really knows. Trading large as life one day---gone the next. There was a rumour, he’d ended up in California. Others say he’s living in the Balkans, Serbia, Bulgaria? No-one really knows.”

As I left, he gave me a name and phone number. “Leon Jones. That’s who you ought to talk to. He’ll tell you a thing or two about Doddsy.”

“You seem to have the perfect setting here. Pretty countryside, charming market town, picturesque river,” I said as I left.

“Don’t let it fool you,” he called. “A few years back it came roaring through here, a raging torrent. People were boating down the street. Took months to dry the shops out.” With a cheery wave, he disappeared inside, to sit once more amid his second-hand furniture and nick-nacks.

Back at the van, I rang the number I’d been given and received a cheery reply in a comforting Shropshire burr. Leon told me, he’d be happy to have a chat, but unfortunately was currently at a fair in the south of England. I knew the one he was referring to; hundreds of vans in a field. I’d sometimes found a few decent items there, but had also been asked ridiculous prices. I thanked him and said I’d give him a call again. Meanwhile I had the scribblings to delve into, penned by the man himself, John Dodds.


	


CHAPTER THREE

With the goods I’d picked up the previous day, being of much better quality and condition than average, I decided to do as normal and advertise them for hire, whilst moving on lesser items in stock. Without such discipline, I would end up becoming snowed under. It was a fine day, ideal for taking flattering photographs, but really, I was itching to get back inside and withdraw the thick wad of papers from their crumpled envelope.

First though, just briefly, I’d found out a little more detail regarding the two buildings that had captivated the day before. My eye had deceived me, for apparently the market hall was slightly oval in shape, but my instincts had been right, it had been designed by the same architect who’d dreamt up the Pump Room, James Cranston and was built in 1858. The man, even though having adhered to the gothic taste of the time, had applied such imaginative touches, he would almost certainly have been an interesting person to meet in any age.

As I sifted through John Dodds’ notes and fuller reminiscences, I realised, apart from immediate jottings, it would be some time before I could actually start writing the book itself. They seemed to be roughly in the right chronological order, but varied so much in style and content, I needed to sift through very carefully, to take notes, underline details and make cross references. I was embroiled in it for over a week and finally hit on the idea of colour coding, tying in reminiscences that had later occurred to him, with the appropriate earlier sections. I even found a couple of pieces of poetry. 

When happy I at last knew my way around, what I’ll loosely describe as a manuscript, I had to decide whether to use the actual words of John Dodds or my own. With some of the work being sketchy and many serious attempts at prose, full of alterations, I decided to do as I’d done with George’s anecdotes and the tales Clive had told me; I would employ a little artistic licence. With all the information given, I’d try and imagine the scene, then put it all into in my own words, so please forgive me, as with not having taken notes, the various snippets you read above, were bound to have had a similar ring to them, but although bearing slight embellishments, they remain true to the essence of what I’d been told.

The earliest sections of the notes, in actual fact, appeared to be a later addition, as if John Dodds had suddenly realised, certain background details were needed as a foundation for the tale. They had been neatly written on blue notepaper, obviously all taken from the same pad. Even the piece they provide to keep the lines straight had been written on and included. Much of it went back to school and university days and reading through it made me realise, it was amazing John Dodds had even had such a thing as an antique shop in Ludlow. I won’t go into all the details, but basically, he couldn’t wait to get away from the place. The 1960’s was rocking, but not back in that particular border town, where he’d felt trapped, with not even a car to make an escape.

There is one small tale I’ll include: the day the rent man came to call, for it’s not only relevant, but provides a snapshot, capturing the difficult economic conditions of the time.

John’s mother, recently divorced from his stepfather, was bringing up two boys as best she could on the National Assistance allowance. She had taken a part-time job helping in an antique shop in town, but could only earn 30 shillings a week, for anything above that would jeopardize the weekly state benefit. Officials made regular calls and if having been given notice of an impending visit, one happened to be out at the time, serious questions were asked. You couldn’t even nip to the local shop, for they could descend at any minute of the working day. John wrote,--- The money provided was absolutely essential, but I was saddened to see mother in such demeaning circumstances.

Gradually debt began to creep up, clothes and school uniforms had to be paid for and two growing boys fed, so with the worry of it all, the doctor had put her on Valium. The rent collector mentioned, was a genial soul and a good friend, but after letting payment drift for 6 weeks, he thought he’d better call and do what he was paid for.

That’s the background detail, now I’ll hand you back to John Dodds.---I can see it now, that puzzled look, when my mother burst out laughing. She was almost crying with it, but finally managed to blurt, ‘I don’t have it.’

‘Oh dear. Why not?’

‘I’ve spent it all.’

When he replied, ‘You’re joking,’ she was laughing that much, she could hardly get the words out. ‘I’m not joking. It’s all gone, every last penny.’

Must have been the tablets. It seems she’d taken a dose, marched downtown and attended an antique auction in the town hall. The man was taken through to the hallway to view the damage and stood staring dumbstruck. Instead of six weeks’ rent money, there were Staffordshire figures, a large pair of china swans, ruby glass, Nailsea glass, green Mary Gregory vases, decanters, a pair of lustres, large chemist’s bottles with their pointed stoppers and all manner of other things.

Well putting it briefly, she made a whacking profit and doing more of the same got her out of the debt cycle and reliance on state aid. As she began to make a name for herself, old vans would occasionally pull up with scruffy looking pieces of furniture, either binder-twined to the roof or protruding out the back and a deal would be done out on the pavement. She took a Saturday stall in the market hall and that’s where a certain Marie came into the story. Seems she was one of, what he describes as the exciting, free-spirited crowd, who turned up at the house after the stallholders had packed everything away. The notes didn’t make it clear, but I assumed her husband was also part of the merry throng. It didn’t stop schoolboy Dodds from fantasising mind you. I’ll give you one of his reminiscences:--- That wicked spark of merriment in those huge brown eyes of hers, as if knowing exactly what I was thinking, brought on blushing, palpitations and confusion and yet I couldn’t wait for her next visit.

The sketchy outline of his university days and job in London aren’t really relevant to the story, other than the request by his mother for a loan. Reading between the lines, with both her boys now having left home, her heart had gone out of the job. She had taken a small shop in town, but was hardly ever in it. The loan was for two oak four poster beds, a pair of brothers had stashed away in the roof of a barn. The beds were bought, sold and he had his money back.

I now moved on to the section written on pale blue airmail paper, the scrawled writing, sloping down the page. John Dodds had become thoroughly fed up with suburban London, had pulled out of an impending marriage that threatened to trap him there, had grown to hate his job, but had not one clue of where to go next. He’d tried window cleaning in his spare time, even freelance grave digging, but apart from giving him spare cash, it hardly seemed to offer a way into a new career. Strange thing is,--- in a roundabout way, it appears it did.

Trying to piece together the story, it seems his mother had sunk into debt once more, was thoroughly fed up with Ludlow, maybe even depressed and was now planning to join her two sisters up in Lancashire. The long and the short of it was, John gathered together all the columns of coinage he’d amassed from window cleaning, drove north and put down a deposit on a small terraced cottage for his mother. Needless to say, he’d probably had the good sense to convert the coinage into something more convenient. Problem over? It didn’t seem like it. There were a few references to him now being saddled with a mortgage on a house, that for some strange reason, his mother hadn’t moved into. He had done all he could to discover the reason and coax her into taking up the opportunity, but after what must have been at least six months back in the job he loathed, frustration spurred him into action.

I refer to a short piece, boldly written, describing how he’d handed in his notice, put all his possessions in the back of the Minivan and having driven north to Lancashire, had taken possession of the house. I smiled at his description of feeling unfettered and singing as he drove up the M1. I worked out, he must have been 26 at the time and although having completely burnt his boats, didn’t seem the slightest bit worried. I scanned his notes again, but found no hint at this point, of him even dreaming of venturing into the world of antiques.

In fact, he got a job on a major construction project, a link road leading off the M6 to Kendal. I found some of his anecdotes entertaining, but with them not being relevant to John Dodds, the antique dealer, I’ve not included them. He did have a couple of liaisons with local young ladies, but these again are not relevant, although I will include one little tale.

He’d drawn plans, had them passed by the council, work was being done on the house and an extension containing new kitchen and bathroom was in its final phase. A young lady had been invited for a late coffee and on her requesting to use the new facilities upstairs, he’d given directions along with the warning to be mindful of a floorboard still not back in place, left open for the electrician to finish the job.

I’ll give you his words:--- I was sitting there relishing a drop of red, heard the toilet flush, then a screech as ladies leg appeared through the ceiling. ‘That’s buggered it,’ I thought and went upstairs to ease my stricken date from the lath and plaster.

Reading on through his notes I came to the bit where all were laid off the job for the winter. He’d had a grant for the extension on the house, but it hadn’t covered all the costs and he’d used up most of his own funds. His attempt at signing on the dole had fallen on stony ground. The man weighing him up had said, ‘You don’t want us making your life a misery for just a few bob a week, do you?’

John had said no and was sent on his way with a reassuring pat on the back, ‘Someone like you won’t find it hard to get a job. You’ll thank me in the end.’

Some comfort coming from a man at Lancaster Labour Exchange and when I checked; all this was happening in 1974, those dark days of the three-day week, when the country it seems, was on its knees. What a time to decide to leave a secure job in London!

This is where his mother comes back into the story, for on hearing of his plight, she drove up north with the sole purpose of introducing him to a certain Pete. No second name--- I checked. He was always referred to, as just Pete. The meeting took place on a Saturday morning in one of Pete’s favourite haunts, a newish establishment on the outskirts of Morecambe. He earnt his living distributing illustrated leaflets displaying antique artefacts, which when returning later that same day, would supposedly be in the happy position of paying top price for. John explained, he didn’t know the first thing about antiques, to which Pete had said, ‘Don’t worry you’ll soon pick it up.’ Well, the drinks flowed, Pete regaled them with stories of his successes and John Dodds couldn’t wait to get started, first thing Monday morning.

I won’t go into detail, but taking you fast forward a couple of weeks and using John Dodds’ notes as inspiration, will try and capture the scene.

On ringing his mother from the local call box and finding, she was rather keen to know how he’d got on, he’d answered, ‘He’s still got a cold.’

‘What?’

‘I’ve called there three times and each time he says he’s got this stinker of a cold.’

‘No he hasn’t! He’s just messing you about!’

‘Honestly--- he doesn’t look well at all. I actually feel a bit embarrassed pestering him.”

‘I’m coming up there.’

Which she did and the sight of her marching into the same pub they’d all met in the time before, registered as a look of shock and an attempt at damage limitation. Shuffling in his seat, Pete pulled his old beige mac a little tighter, flicked strands of hair from broad forehead and switching on a disarming smile, said with a blue-eyed blink of sincerity, ‘Hello Jessica, what a nice surprise. What can I get you, love?’

‘Never mind that!’ she said, with a vehemence that made the glasses jangle. ‘What about doing what you promised?’

‘It’s this cold Jessica,’ he said, coughing and wincing as he rubbed his throat. ‘Just can’t seem to shake it off.

‘Rubbish! You’re just shilly-shallying!’

He’d just taken a sip of beer and nearly choked on it. ‘Now Jessica,’ he said trying to suppress a smile, ‘What a thing to say!’ He was actually laughing now, ‘I’ve never shilly-shallied in my life.’

After a few drinks, the promise to make a start and sally forth door-knocking that following Monday, was finally made.


	


CHAPTER FOUR

So here we have it at last, John Dodds’ first step into the mysterious labyrinth of the antique trade. Fortunately, his notes at this stage are fairly copious, helping me write the following in the first person.

I arrived at Pete’s place bright and early, full of hope, expecting him to be ready for the off, but the man I’d met in the pub, so full of cheer and optimism, now looked completely dishevelled as if having been caught on the hop. As he was getting his children ready for school, I thought it best to sit down, quietly out of the way.

Finally he said, ‘Been having a bit of trouble with the van.’

The fact it wasn’t a problem, for I had a van of my own, was countered with, ‘Well truth is, I’m a bit strapped for cash at the moment.’

‘Well I’ve got a few quid on me.’

‘How much?’

‘Twenty-six pounds.’

Thinking for a while he gave a resigned smile and said, ‘Fine, that should be plenty.’

Having dropped Paul, the youngest of his boys off at his grandmother’s, we finally set off in my grey Minivan, with its small aluminium luggage rack, to invest my £26 in a new career, antiques. Our destination was Kendal.

As with most enterprises, John Dodds found things were not quite as simple as well lubricated reminiscences make them sound. They had a few minor triumphs, but it did seem a hard way to earn a crust. Most of their profits went on fuel, lunch and the obligatory four pints each to accompany it. As you can imagine, the smell of beer didn’t go down too well when making enquiries on people’s doorsteps.

When they did hit on finding jugs and basins, japanned coal boxes, silver plated tea sets, fish servers, plant stands, hall stands, chamber pots, display cabinets, mantle clocks and all the other things asked for by the shipping trade, Pete always insisted, they take them to the same man. One very difficult to deal with. Getting a profit out of him was like pulling a tooth and as his shop was near a natural beauty spot on the local river, it was the eponym for his name, ‘The Crook of Lune’. Any attempt at negotiating a better price was immediately quashed by being led through to where lines of stock stood ready for his American purchaser, ‘Here, help yourselves. The price you’re asking would buy any one of these. Take your pick.’ With no funds in reserve, they were in no position to argue. If their haul wasn’t cashed in each night, there was no money to go out with next day.

At one point of course, Pete had thought it a good idea, John should chance his arm at buying, so rather than calling for assistance every time something was offered for sale, he told him, to give it a go and buy the odd thing himself. As regards what happened, I’ll hand you over to John Dodds.

---A very pleasant woman answered the door and asked my reason for knocking on it. I explained it was I who had delivered the leaflet earlier and enquired, did she have anything to sell? My heart lifted as she said, in fact she did. Now was my chance! She returned holding an oak framed mirror and after assessing its value, I made an offer and became the proud owner of my first ever antique artefact. I returned with it to the van and Pete looking a little bemused asked, ‘How much did she make you pay for it?’

‘15 shillings,’ I replied, immediately having that sinking feeling.

‘Have you got the rest of it?’

‘No, why?’

‘It’s the mirror off an Edwardian dressing table.’

He let me off lightly, saying we’d lose it in a deal somehow, but that was my first ever attempt at being an antique dealer.

On another occasion, our budding dealer, described how he’d not been too enamoured with Pete’s intervention.

---An extremely attractive woman, in a rather short skirt, tight blouse and particularly high heels, considering the time of day, had invited me to step inside. Music was softly playing and on a coffee table lay a magazine with the centrefold fully on display. The woman, raising an eyebrow and smiling, asked how she might be of assistance. I could feel my heart pounding and was just about to reply, when a rapping on the door and Pete’s sudden appearance, was not unlike a drenching from a bucket of cold water.

What might have happened, if Pete hadn’t burst in on the scene, is left to our imagination.

Door knocking for antiques was not as easy as some tales of old make it sound. Sometimes they went for days without much success at all, but Pete’s bright wit never seemed to dampen.

John Dodds had written:--- It felt like nothing would change our luck. Nearing end of day, we walked up a house path together, not a thing we normally did as it seemed threatening, but it was the last in the row and to be truthful, I was quite happy to just go through the motions, get in the van and drive back home. However, as the door opened, my heart gave a jolt, for the tight white blouse, its buttons barely constraining what heaved within, belonged to a particularly attractive young lady. Pete went into his cheerful patter and then asked if there might be anything for sale?

The woman shook her head and said, ‘No, I’m afraid not.’

‘We buy all sorts, y’know love. Pay good money. We buy washstands, jugs and bowls, barley twist tables, even big wormy chests.’

Her laughter had a marvellous rippling effect and Pete staring back, as if completely unaware of having said anything suggestive, wore a look of blue-eyed innocence, before slowly breaking into a smile.

On another occasion, with nothing to lose, we thought we might as well try our luck at a grand mansion commanding a rise at the end of a long gravel drive. Pete reached up and gave the door a drumming with the iron knocker. I winced and braced myself. A tweed skirted lady standing small in the opening answered Pete’s enquiry with a haughty, ‘Goodness, no! We don’t sell to people at the door!’

With a look of complete sincerity he asked, ‘What about those in the upstairs flats, love? D’you think they’d have something to sell?’

A shocked glint of mirth showed, before she had time to suppress it.

At this point in the notes, John Dodds’ account becomes sketchy. There was reference to an attempt at selling their goods to dealers other than the Crook of Lune, but with the country still in a state of depression following the three-day week, times were hard. Not many buyers were coming over from America and as they walked along the lines of goods amassed in dealer’s storerooms, row after row of things like hallstands and washstands, dusty shelving absolutely bulging with the very items they were trying to sell, they gave thanks for having been blessed with a certain amount of luck, thus far.

Antique jewellery, was still instantly cashable and when having gathered a decent quantity, they took it to a pleasant couple dealing in Kirby Lonsdale, avid buyers of sovereigns and anything Masonic.

They were often offered pine furniture, but having neither the funds, the place to store it, nor the vision to see what a craze it would become, they’d had to leave it behind; pine chests, bedding boxes, kitchen tables and even at one call, two pine tallboys, which I’ve been told, would later have been regarded as rarities. 

They thought they’d had a touch of luck one day, for when striking out to the south of Morecambe Bay, they chanced upon a huge, ornate Victorian oak armchair, supposedly from Pilling village hall and in the same deal, an oversized cuckoo clock. The gamble on both helped lift their spirits, until time came to try and get rid of them.

John Dodds sounded quite down hearted. ---Circumstances were beginning to become quite depressing. I still had more money than I’d started with, but we couldn’t find enough deals of substance. Out of frustration one day we agreed to buy one of those dark, ugly, Edwardian spider tables. Trouble was it was up in an attic. The most we were likely to earn was 30 shillings, but at least it offered a ray of hope.

‘Pity you weren’t here last week,’ the woman said brightly. ‘It was down here in the parlour, a bit of a nuisance actually and so my son popped it up into the attic.’

Popped it into the attic? Having hauled himself up there, using a chair and then my shoulders, Pete had it wedged in the rectangular opening and as he tried to push it through, flakes of white paint floated down. He then tried it top first with no greater success.

‘How are you getting on up there?’

Pete, with a malignant spider table now blocking his route to freedom, bent down and through the remaining gap called, ‘Fine, love, but are you sure he just popped it up here?’

‘Oh yes, only took him a few seconds.’

Giving a growl, Pete wrenched the table free again and with great relief, made his escape to join me on the landing. Gazing up at the dark opening and dreaming of the 30 shillings profit, we decided to give it one last go. Pete, stood on the chair once more and pulling on a table leg, got the stubborn thing into the hatch where it became firmly wedged again. Wouldn’t go up or down. More flakes of paint drifted down to join those already looking like a bad dose of dandruff. Gazing up at the four ugly legs and small adjoining shelf, now protruding just above head height, I asked a little concerned, ‘Pete, what are we going to do now?’

‘Oh, just paint it white and leave it there!’

Our stifled laughter brought another query from below, ‘Are you two alright up there?’

Somehow, we did manage to extricate it and actually it seemed to change our luck, for we rattled along at quite a merry pace that evening with the van full. It was that packed, Pete had to almost wear the table, for with its legs protruding at an angle, encroaching on passenger seat and gear stick, it had him hunched up like Quasimodo.

Sounding like a ventriloquist he mumbled, ‘Don’t change gear just yet. I’m trying to light m’fag.’

I searched John Dodds’ notes for more anecdotes and became aware, a huge amount of what they bought was a bit of a mystery to both of them. Much time was spent in Lancaster Library looking up factory marks, Chinese marks and impressed names on the underside of china objects they’d bought. Bottom corners of paintings were pored over, looking to see if a squiggle in the foliage was in actual fact a faint signature. Something that might make their fortunes. They chanced upon two traders, prepared to pay a little more than they’d been getting for their regular shipping goods. The one, if they happened to strike lucky, would drive all the way up from Bury and the other, a tougher prospect, had a lock-up unit on White Lund, an unattractive swathe of ground where travellers often camped.

Then I came across another two anecdotes. Only short, but they help capture the hit and miss nature of those days.

---The day had brought meagre gains, a couple of jug and basin sets, a few coins and medals. The medals were just the usual, ‘Pipsqueak and Wilfred,’ as Pete called them and it always seemed a shame to scrap them, but as the one was worth more for its silver content than any collector would have given, we were left with no choice. On the last call of the day, our hopes were raised.

We were in an old stone farmhouse and the woman said to her husband, ‘Fetch sack from shed, Jack.’

Hauling in the sack he asked, ‘Is owt in ‘ere any good?’

It was packed full with copper kettles, jam pans, skillets, a spirit kettle and silver-plated trays and tea sets.

‘Well,’ says Pete scratching a temple and wincing, as if embarrassed at having to impart such bad news. ‘I’m not saying we can’t sell it, but you know how it is,--- these sort of things don’t bring much these days.’

The day’s success rested on the answer to the following. ‘I’m sorry, I’d love to offer more, but how does five pounds sound?’

There followed a tense silence as each looked to the other, then finally, ‘Well it’s doing no good out in shed,’ said the husband and the day was saved. I did have to spend many hours cleaning it all mind you and in places the copper had become that encrusted, it was a job to remove the verdigris without scratching the metal beneath.

The second little tale happened when they were on quite a good run.

---We had decided to return to Kendal and on an estate we’d not tried before, struck lucky even before finishing the leaflet distribution. Pete emerged holding a doll.

‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘We can go home now.’

Looking down at the small china face and grubby doll’s clothes, I asked, ‘Why?’

Making sure the previous owners couldn’t witness, he thumbed up the hair on the back of the doll’s neck to reveal the impressed maker’s mark. The doll had quite a pretty face, but I found it hard to believe we’d hit the jackpot. It took a fair deal to persuade Pete, that now we’d started, we may as well finish the day’s work, which was quite fortunate, for as so often happens when striking lucky, luck tends to continue for a while.

The doll, however, now posed a problem. Most dealers wouldn’t have rated it and anyone who did, was not likely to tell us its worth. The whole of next day we spent either looking up doll maker’s marks in the library or trying to get an idea from contacts, what price to ask. Pete had dreams of great reward and didn’t want to give it away.

He used the trusted tactic, saying not that we owned a rare doll, but he did know where one could be found. Reactions to his description, were underwhelming to say the least and by the end of day two, our much-vaunted prize had become a bit of a burden, for whilst trying to ascertain its value, we hadn’t earnt any bunce, as Pete put it. Then at last we met someone who gave us a pointer, divulging, a lady in Preston, renowned for buying antique dolls, would probably give us the best price.

When we entered her shop with huge dolls arrayed in seeming pristine condition, clothed and bonneted, limbs jointed, eyes that opened and closed, our little effort seemed pathetic. We came out of there glad of her £12 and the realisation, a better price is often gained from someone who hasn’t a clue, rather than from someone who has.

This left the rest of the day free and so we thought we might as well go round the junk shops. The doll, bless her, had unwittingly led us to a day of bounty. For some strange reason, we’d chanced upon an untouched enclave; none of the shops had been stripped of stock by the shipping trade. Jugs and basins and washstands, yes, but not the things we’d found an outlet for. Still arrayed on shelves, were Napoleon-hat clocks, Westminster chimers, biscuit barrels and shoved into corners and back rooms were coal boxes, chamber pots, hearth tidies, plant stands and barley twist tables. We drove home with the larger items bound to the roof-rack with binder-twine and the booty in the back ringing success, at every bump in the road.

The sorting out was done in the usual manner, in a Morecambe pub. We always kept back a kitty for the next day and split the remainder equally. It was in these bay-side hostelries that a number of the dodgier coves hung out. Pete would occasionally divulge details of their colourful pasts, making me all the more wary, but a certain one, bereft of that whiff of petty criminality, had a rather pleasant countenance and magnetism that drew people in around him. Pete often joked with him and initially, gave no hint as to how he fitted in with that particular crowd. The man had a ready wit and an easy manner, but I don’t know what it was, there was something I couldn’t quite put my finger on that put me on my guard.

Pete had been regaling all with some of his stories. He told the small throng of how one day, he’d chanced upon a full-sized, female, wax tailor’s dummy. ‘The motor was that full, I drove home with her lying, knockers up, strapped to the roof. You’ll never guess what happened?’

‘The law stopped you,’ said one who’d more than likely had a few run-ins with the boys in blue. ‘Thought you’d done her in and you was making off with the body.’

‘No,’ said Pete, laughing. ‘It was a baking hot day and that’s women for you! She began to melt, and I saw the cream of the day’s profits dripping down the side of the car.’

The laughter was interrupted by the barman saying there was a phone call for that enigmatic man I mentioned. On returning, he said to Pete, ‘Sorry mate, I’ve been called.’

It was later, with the two of us alone, Pete at last explained, that the fellow in question was a kept man, making himself indispensable to a wealthy male retiree, living alone up by the Wintergardens. That apparently, was how he made a living. He was a genius at it. He’d once come a cropper and been banged up for fraud mind you, but on release, had even conned his probation officer. ‘She’d been that taken with him, can you believe it? She bought him a car.’

John Dodds, then gave brief details of another meeting with the man.---All had had quite a bit to drink and with the two of us chatting out of earshot, he regaled me with a few of the stunts he’d pulled over the years. The alcohol had managed to loosen even his tongue and he boasted, that once having latched on to the right client, he was almost impossible to shake off, becoming the best friend they’d ever known, willing to do anything they required.

‘Anything?’

‘Anything. Just so long as that money tap remains turned on.’ Then turning, his eyes fully locked on to mine, he said, ‘Believe me lad, I can con anyone. Even you!’

John Dodds wrote, ---That cold stare, gave him the look of a born predator.

Meanwhile, down in Welsh border country, appreciation of her son’s success, seems to have acted as a catalyst, for his mother decided to make the bold move and journey north, fully intent on joining the action. His enterprise had rekindled her antique dealing spirit and although over 50 years of age, for the first time ever, she would try her hand at door-knocking. Pete enjoyed her company and whether it was the enthusiasm she engendered, perhaps her ban on lunchtime quaffing, or maybe it was just pure luck; anyway, for whatever reason, they enjoyed quite a run of success, selling most of their finds to a man who could keep their assets liquid, Bruce, the dealer from Bury.

---He was not a big man, barely five foot two and slight of build, but what he lacked in stature, he made up for with energy and heart, plus he had deep pockets. He worked on rapid turnover and the philosophy; ‘small, quick profits trumped waiting for big hits.’

One evening I was helping Bruce load a massive Edwardian inlaid mahogany cabinet onto his roof rack and remarked, it was a pity none of us had the capital to hang on to items of such quality. I’m not saying it was my taste, far too busy, but the marquetry absolutely oozed quality. If one small section, or the bowed glass door had needed restoration, it would have cost a good deal more than the £32 we’d sold the piece for.

‘You can’t really look at it like that,’ Bruce said. ‘It’s supply and demand. We have to keep the money turning over and even though it seems like we’re virtually giving some things away, we can only ever get the going rate.’ As we re-entered the house, where Pete and my mother were now supping tea, Bruce continued, ‘You have to keep it moving---you have to keep playing with it.’ He added in all sincerity, ‘The more you play with it the bigger it grows.’

I saw Pete’s eyes widen as he tried his best not to choke on a biscuit.

So easy at that point to have come out with a quip, but we were too much in need of Bruce’s regular money supply. So, when he blithely added in his northern chirpiness, ‘It’s true you know. The more you play with it the bigger it grows,’ I refrained from replying, ‘Really. Mum always told me, it makes you go blind,’ knowing full well, if I had have done, that would have been the end of the dealings with our little friend, for it would have set her off and helpless laughter would have rung in his ears all the way back to Bury.

At this point, John Dodds’ notes became a little sketchy, with just the odd comment such as, ---Pete didn’t turn up again today. It’s not clear if he and his mother continued door-knocking, but I assumed they must have done, for I found a note dated much later.---We found Pete in his shop, which was a rarity. It was obvious there would be no shifting him and so we carried on alone. When he did eventually re-join us, his heart didn’t seem to be in it and then to cap it all, he tripped when walking down a path. I was of course concerned, as it appeared he’d sprained his ankle, but my mother, with a withering look said, ‘Come off it, Pete. Pull the other one,’ which I thought was a bit harsh, but his sheepish smile indicated she’d been right, he’d been faking.

I knew what the trouble was. Pete’s wife was not well, in and out of hospital, with never ending rounds of chemotherapy treatment and he was obviously worried, plus whatever we now earned had to be split three ways. By the end of that week, sad to say, our little trio broke up, but my mother and I decided to persevere.

---She was particularly good with the older folk, John Dodds writes. She would sit and listen to their life stories, look at old family photos and whereas I was itching to be off, chasing the next opportunity she would say, ‘Don’t be so impatient.’ She was right, for often, when passing former calls, we’d hear a rap on a window and be waved inside. Sometimes they’d rooted out something more to sell, or occasionally, would refer us to friends who also wanted us to call. Their attitude seemed to be, with the old stuff having been shoved away, forgotten and no further use to them, they might as well cash it in, as they could hardly take it with them. Not so sure the lady in the alms houses should have sold the oversized Georgian oak tripod table, mind you, but when she did, a few curtains must have been twitching, for over ensuing days, three of her neighbours decided to do likewise. They were the largest of their type I had ever seen, in fact would ever see, comfortably able to seat four people.

I noticed an asterisk and bottom of page, in tiny writing, probably added much later:---With hindsight, being light oak in colour and from Victorian alms houses, they were almost certainly an example of the Georgian style being reproduced mid-19th C. Out of period.

There were now quite a few references to someone called Thompson. Apparently, all the local trade complained of how he now dominated local sales. They couldn’t get a look in, whether it be a humble towel rail or a Georgian bureau. Although living near Windermere, he actually bought for a dealer in Harrogate. No-one could work out how this Yorkshire dealer, Smith the Rink could consistently pay what seemed like too much money and yet never run out of the stuff. It didn’t affect the mother and son outfit, for they carried on, not with leaflets, but cold calling and with venturing out into the country, they chanced on items of better quality. What his mother described as, ‘proper antiques.’ It prompted the pivotal notion of taking the stock south to her shop for sale. Trading conditions in Shropshire had vastly improved, meaning, in theory their goods ought to command a higher price. Also, as a bonus, the shipping trade there hadn’t yet latched on to the sort of mundane items John Dodds could instantly sell in the north, meaning he could tour the shops around the Ludlow area and return to Lancashire with oak-cased mantle clocks, jugs and basins, biscuit barrels, small Edwardian barometers and anything with a barley twist to it. A classic two-way trade. On one particular journey, the wind got under a washstand door, sending it winging to bounce in the middle lane of the Thelwell viaduct. No chance of retrieving it, therefore. He wrote:---It absolutely scared the life out of me, for it could have smashed through a car windscreen, wiping out an innocent family. Headline news! End of my career! A lesson learnt for life? Not quite, I discovered as I perused his notes further.

There was one last door-knocking tale and then I assumed they altered their modus operandi, for after one unfortunate encounter, which I’ve included below, I found no further mention of such. Perhaps it had cured him. Remembering something I’d seen previously and shuffling through his papers once more, I found, not quite, but the next attempt at door knocking would be years hence.

---It had been a long tiring, fruitless day and in a row of cottages over Bentham way, I was at last told there might be something for sale. An instinct made me wary, for the old lady looked a bit doddery, not quite with it and the place had a foul stench to it. She pointed to an armchair she was willing to sell. I bent, in order to turn it on its side, hoping to ascertain its age, but literally recoiled in horror.

My mother appeared in the doorway, but being unable to speak, I waved frantically, warning her to approach not one step further. Joining her in the lane, I was still retching and hardly able to breathe.

‘Whatever’s the matter?’ she asked.

Convulsed with spasms as if attempting to bring up my innards, I made it back to the car and finally, taking a deep breath, managed to gasp, ‘That dirty old bag’s been pissing in it!’ before going into a fit of coughing and retching, my words having revived the memory of warm ammonia.

Sadly, there was only one more mention of Pete. He turned up one day, telling them he’d heard of an oak coffer for sale, at an hotel up at Shap. John suggested they go in his mother’s estate car. It would appear more business-like compared to arriving in his Minivan. Pete joined them. The coffer was late 17th century and although on the hefty side, had an interesting pair of central cupboard doors where normally two panels would be. None of the three had much experience dealing in early oak and with the owners not willing to take a penny less than £40, Pete declined, but John and his mother, finding it a good colour and rather monumental, thought it worth a gamble. It was that big, it stretched the length of the estate car and they had to tie the back door down. With all three crammed in the front seats, they made their way back south, to drop Pete off.

John Dodds writes,---It was the first time I’d heard the description, breaker. It was the term used by the oak dealer, we’d invited to peruse our find, back in Ludlow. I truly thought, that when he said, ‘It’s a good breaker,’ I’d become acquainted with a new word describing a particularly rare type of coffer. I was crestfallen to hear, however, the interesting pair of doors we’d set such store by, had been fabricated at much later date and that also, there wasn’t much call for what he described as, ‘A wooden railway carriage,’ these days.

The bad news didn’t stop there, for as a breaker, he was sad to inform us, the most we could expect was a tenner. Plan B had to be thought of and quickly, as it was a bit of a shop blocker.

John continues,---I settled on the notion of entering it into a local sale and took it to Leominster, the saleroom being located at the time, in the cattle market. I met the head of the auction house, a genial man who introduced himself as Mr. Croft. All semblance of geniality left his face, however, the moment he espied what was being unsheathed from the back of my mother’s estate car.

‘Hope you’re not proposing to dump that here,’ he said.

After a great deal of persuasion and willingness to offer the lot without reserve, he reluctantly entered it into the next antique sale.

It seems that something must have been looking after them, for two locals, having taken a shine to it, bid it up to over £40. After expenses had been deducted, they escaped from the deal having lost a mere £2, the equivalent of about £20 in today’s money.

‘You were lucky,’ remarked Mr. Croft as the cashier handed me the cheque. He was obviously anxious to quash at birth any notion I might have, as regards repeating the exercise.

I smiled to myself as I read those words ringing back from the past. It was hard to imagine young John Dodds ending up as owner of the massive shop I’d seen on the internet.

Initially, they considered their base, to be still in the north, with just occasional journeys south to sell the better stock.--- We were given a favourable deal by friends who ran the Bull Hotel and so we took rooms there, rather than stay at the shop in Old Street, where conditions were primitive, to say the least. I found it strange, that the town I once couldn’t wait to escape from, now held such an allure. Whereas those in the north still wore collar and tie if invited to a party, some even doing so for a Saturday outing to the local, in Ludlow it all seemed far more Bohemian and exciting. To be honest, I could feel my blood coursing at the very thought of going back there.

I again scanned the notes and realised, that although no longer door-knocking for antiques, they still occasionally revisited old northern calls, for as John Dodds writes:---As goods that had once been considered unsaleable, suddenly came into demand, we could benefit, if able to remember where we’d seen the items. Also, with the Ludlow connection now giving us an upper hand, we could call round the local trade, taking a pick of their latest stock, far easier than those barren days we’d often had cold-calling.

Here’s an interesting snippet I found from the notes.---We had experienced a middling day covering old ground. Often, the people who at first visit, appear willing to sell almost everything they own, can on return, with the rapport now lost, seem almost completely intractable. We struggled, but did manage to prise a few pieces free. On the final call, however, the couple looking glad to see us once again, had already put their wares, ready for sale in a shoe box and after a cup of tea and a chat, waved us off, quite happy with the couple of quid my mother had paid for their nick-nacks. Back at the car, I sighed and commented on it having been a tough day. Mother returned a smile.

‘What are you grinning at?’ I asked.

With a wink she held up a slender item fashioned from wood. I enquired as to its use and she explained it was a knitting sheath, unusual in the fact it had a tiny aperture in the one end, a glass covered picture, no bigger than a child’s fingernail.

I must admit, I gasped when I first read this, for it was a similar item that Mike, the one-time driver to John Dodds’, had shown me at our first meeting. The notes went on to say, the box also held a Stevengraph and lace bobbins, some of which were of turned ivory with names inscribed. Again, an asterisk drew me to tiny writing, bottom of page.

Years later, when perusing the Pinto treen collection in the Birmingham Museum, I spotted an old friend, the knitting sheath from all those years ago.

As evident, when they’d courted disaster with the oak coffer, they had to be careful where they gambled their scarce resources and often went for the quirkier items, the trade had to offer, rather than the conventional. In the notes, I found reference to a Noah’s ark, a small wooden tram, a piece of folk art in the form of a farmer aboard his carved and painted horse-drawn wagon, Victorian children’s games, a japanned coal box, similar to those they’d sold for £3 each, apart from the fact, this one was emblazoned with a floral design that John’s mother felt certain was Pontypool Tole ware. 

At a shop near the river in Kendal, they often chanced on something a bit out of the ordinary:--- Not least the owner, John Dodds had written. Then continued with:---On entering, one is instantly hit by the waft of potpourri, heaped in bowls dotted around the shop. Charles, the proprietor was surprisingly light on his feet for such a large man and with a manner, not unlike a dowager duchess, it would not have been hard to imagine him wearing dangly earrings and an all-enveloping frock. If anything happened to be needed, his partner Andrew would be dispatched to immediately attend to it. On one lucky visit we bought two large dough troughs, potpourri included and four slender, rectangular wooden boards, edges attractively fretted and the circular ends, pierced to simulate flowers. Each had two rows of vicious iron hooks arrayed along their length, on which to hang game. ‘From a large estate in Cumbria,’ Charles revealed as if letting slip a secret. We actually did quite well with them back in Shropshire and avidly bought more on our return. It was on the fifth visit, I commented, ‘This Cumbrian estate must be quite massive.’ We later found out they were Spanish.

Judging by John Dodds’ notes, Ludlow now became their base, with only the odd foray north being made. I’ll hand you over to him again, but must confess, as before, I did tweak the descriptions a little.

---We had toured the trade with fair success and one of the last calls was at a shop run by, The Potty Man as my mother called him. Outside his shop near Morecambe Town Hall, he had a row of chamber pots with joke inscriptions painted on the side. We bought a couple of minor items and he said, if we hurried, we might catch the sale being conducted next door. We wandered in and I couldn’t see much of interest, but with a jab of a finger, my mother pointed to an oak armchair. ‘It’s an early one,’ she hissed. I don’t know how I’d walked straight past it, but I suppose, with it having such a simple panelled back and seat missing, in my ignorance, I’d taken it for a down at heel, Edwardian discard. It was only when I looked again, I noticed its generous girth, rich colour and proud stance. Obviously, my eye was not yet tuned in, enabling me to pick out gems lurking amongst the rubbish and alas it would take a good few years before the skill became second nature. Even then, one could still miss the odd lot.
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