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Foreword


I should have written this account of my life years ago. In my seventies now, but that bit better qualified perhaps to tell a story. No surprise to those that know me that I have opinions and reflections and plenty to say at times, but I do listen as well. It has been written for my own satisfaction, but with I hope, pathos and humour in equal measure.


I have no wish to displease or offend anyone who reads it. I also say sorry for some mistakes I made over the years. I do not need to use any swear words for effect, or seek other than to speak from the heart. It’s just a telling of life experience for those who know me and for a memory of my ever loving sister Shirley, because I should have written this a year ago for her to read before it was too late. If others choose to read it – then thank you. It will be for them to enjoy or otherwise. I hope it is the former, but I make no apology for telling it other than the way life was meant to be.


I did some aimless wandering but I did meet Howard Hughes, was backstage with the Beatles, was a Police motorcyclist traffic officer, worked with Barry Sheene of Suzuki and walked across Britain. This in between attempting to drink my way out of problems, and also be a Dad to my two children. Most of all I found the love of my life in the last forty years…


‘In the end we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends.’


-Edmund Burke, Irish 18th century politician.


Saying that, I have some wonderful memories of friendship, love and help from many friends and family. I try to retain the same humour and wry reflective look at life and always have the ability to stand up and be counted. Enjoy reading it and find something that makes you think…


‘Well, he would say that wouldn’t he’


-John Featherstone (2016)




Chapter One


I had never seen Mum cry before.


Blackpool, Lancashire in 1950 and I was seven years old and been told to wait outside a grey faceless building on the North Promenade near to Cocker Square. She came out crying and reached for me and I pressed against her, not knowing what to say or do. ‘Come on’ she said. ‘Let’s go for a walk down the front to make us better.’ I must have asked what was wrong and she said, ‘they can’t help us at the moment to live anywhere else, but we’ll get by so don’t you worry. Mum will always look after you.’ The smile and the warm hand of Josie was back to guide me onwards, as it did for all the years to come.


Welcome to post war Blackpool and the Golden Mile. The land of opportunity and the visit to the National Assistance Board to be told that we did not qualify for any housing help or benefits of any kind. My dad Tom Featherstone had died the year before aged 48, when we lived in Tutbury near Burton on Trent, Staffordshire, with sister Shirley who was seven years older than me. Twenty years in the card room of the Mutual Cotton mill in Heywood, Lancashire our home town had taken its toll on Dad and decimated his health as conditions did with thousands of others. Death due to bronchial pneumonia it said on the death certificate -he had managed to transfer to a clerical job at MU 43 an RAF Maintenance unit at Pilsworth, Heywood in 1939 as the war years loomed and then, after I was born, was transferred to Tutbury to another MU depot.


I was born at 7, Prospect Place, Heywood on the 14th June 1943. Shirley with her soon developed sense of humour always called me the golden boy, supposedly something to do with the mass of fair curls that I still look at on an early photograph. Just a few grey strands now, but the name stuck for many years if sibling rivalry arose, but her devotion and love for me was never in doubt – and I miss her. Within one year Dad was transferred to Tutbury and the green swards of Staffordshire were around us.


My first memories of Green Lane, Tutbury in the upstairs maisonette that went with his job, are with me today-but I could only have been five or six years old. We lived on the outskirts of the village with cows grazing in the fields bordering the houses on Green Lane. I had the idea to remove stair rods (the wooden triangular ones some two foot long) from the stair carpet to provide rounding up sticks when Mum was busy in the kitchen. Essential for my new friends to venture over the back fence and attempt to herd the reluctant moo cows. The more vivid memory a few months later in 1949, of kneeling on a chair to see out of the front upstairs window looking at Mum being driven off in a car. A split second scene that has lived in my mind for ever. Turned out that Dad had been transferred back to the RAF Pilsworth MU offices a few weeks earlier and his resultant death in hospital that night determined our family future. Within weeks Mum and Shirley, with me in tow, had to leave the tied house where happiness was the norm and decision taken to go to Blackpool to be near Auntie Ivy and family… and find somewhere to live. No money but the prospects of work at least existed in the holiday town where I was to grow up in my teens. Refuge was the front room of a council house on Powell Avenue with the Bell’s. A large easy going family who were happy to increase the family of seven to make it ten, for a bit of extra rent money. All very on the QT as it was referred to. My initial stay was brief as Mum took on cleaning jobs, selling rock on a seafront stall and café work to try and keep us together. It could not last in the cramped conditions and shared bedrooms and living space so no room at the inn I suppose and the painful decision that Mum had to take, to let me go and live with my maternal grandmother back in Heywood.


That lasted for some two special and memorable years for me as, not for the first time, I was protected from the harsh reality of growing up. My wonderful Nan who, from poor Irish origins had a life that was typical of the times. A sturdy independent lady who always dressed in black and lived alone now at 134, Pilsworth Road, Heywood in a small two up and down with outside toilet. As most did in Cotton Town! Six children, two who died in the war and a husband long gone, who it is said turned up at the family home in Bamford Road between drinking bouts and prison stays, to keep the population going. She in the meantime would somehow sort all her children out for school and then trek across the fields for a mile or two to the mill for the daily shift. Yes, that was a daily routine for many. I did not know it but as I write this now, not for the first time, I am reminded how inspirational she was for me. Unstinting love and fierce maternal protection. A no nonsense type who would be in her sixties when I went to live with her at seven years old and was enrolled at the local Bullough Moor Primary School just down Pilsworth Road.


A fantastic story teller of tales designed to fit the moment – nearly always told in front of the black leaded grate where we spent every evening in summer and winter. The one about the little boy who was caught writing a swear word on a railing …he was sent to an approved school by the police and had to wash every morning outside in a bathtub of cold water and always made to keep clean. Was taught to be kind to girls especially those like my sister Shirley, who I should always look after and have good manners and especially other mothers and help them off the bus and so on. All magically told to suit any guidance and growing up situation. Some might have had a goldfish in a bowl. We had a striped perch complete with the prickly back spine, caught in a local mill pond that amazingly lived for over two years in his watery confines in the tiny front room. A simple life filled with guidance and love.


The coal shed was the outhouse lean to and I was carefully positioned in the kitchen to watch and count the empty bags as they were thrown onto the floor in the small yard at delivery times. My first spying mission in life, but treated with utmost importance. Money was never mentioned other than we did not have any or not much, but it was not important. The treat was being sent to the Chippy down the road perhaps twice a week. Fish 8 pence and chips 4 pence and don’t forget to ask for crispy bits she said. ‘You haven’t brought any back -did you ask properly?’ was the challenge when she unwrapped them from the newspaper on my return.


A sometimes crowded shop and I was probably at that early age too embarrassed to speak up and ask. She worked out my shyness after a few times, when I returned without the crispy bits of batter, so on one of her rare trips out down the road to the cobblers to have new irons put on her clogs (still wearing them from her working days in the mill), the matter was resolved. She called in the chip shop herself and saw the owners. ‘That grandson of mine can’t bring himself to speak up and ask for bits. Can you remember when he comes in’ Job done and I doubt they would have thought to argue with her anyway.


The ultimate treat was the weekly trip by train on a Saturday to Bury Market some three miles away from Broadfield rail station just up from her house. We also had a dodgy clock on the mantelpiece that was always losing time, so I was told to stand at the front door and ask anyone passing the right time. No problem at dinnertime on most Saturdays when the local men went to support Bury football club at Gigg Lane and caught the train from Broadfield. Bury is still the home of the black pudding where we would sit on a form by the gardens near the market stalls and like many others, eat the staple food of the north out of wrapped paper with a fork you brought yourself from home. Imagine an eight year old today doing that-got to say I passed on the mustard that was obligatory for adults. Or even the larger than usual pieces of fat in the pudding that I gave to Nan. But it was proper food that was part of my growing up and now years later a reinvented delicacy featured on a top restaurant menu.


A date I always remember was February 6th 1952 when King George 6th died. I was in Mr Corcoran’s class at school that morning and the Headmaster Mr Johnson came in to say ‘You are all going home early because the King has died.’ Which of course meant an extra playing out day with friends Trevor Proctor, Jim Freeman, Roy Greeves and Rod Warburton, who all lived nearby. Part of the newly formed Station Field gang next to Spencer’s Farm which was across the road from the terraced houses where we lived. The cobbled road leading up to the sidings of Broadfield Rail station and the waste land surrounding the farm was ours. It was February, but we all had little memory of the seasons and rain and snow did not stop play. Soggy black pumps or shoes with holes in the sole, but no matter. Never even noticed or cared. Suppose we were governed by day and night only -darkness meant you had to be indoors.


Throwing arrows were the must have accessory where a loop of string propelled a thin cane with weighted and sharpened end and cardboard flights to ideally replicate a javelin. It was an acceptable weapon, other than a catapult that carried the possibility of confiscation. What we really wanted was a machete that was amazingly advertised in the Exchange and Mart as a mail order item for several shillings? – might as well have said a thousand pounds. Was probably listed along with gardening items for hacking down the undergrowth in the gardens of a stately home, but we would have seen it differently. I have no memory of wet or dry clothes or even having many at all. Or indeed the mile walk to school in all weathers and back on my own, crossing roads with little traffic and a small park area, with a dilapidated bandstand to reach the school yard. But I was told repeatedly never to speak to strange men and not to dawdle.


I do recall the amazing frost patterns in winter on the inside of the windows in all but the front room that had the open fire. The upstairs bed shared with Nan for warmth in those early years and the bedroom with fire grate never lit even on the coldest days. But then I don’t remember ever being ill or off school during the two years. We did though have much looked forward to visits. Auntie Ivy who was a few years younger than Mum, was standing the markets around Lancashire and with husband Fred used to go to Bury on a Monday and call to see us on the way back home to Blackpool most weeks and bring pies and cakes (that was the bit that mattered). Coming home from school I used to look out for the green van parked outside and the treats that followed. I was always encouraged to write a few lines to Mum and Shirley back in Blackpool and she would take them with her or we would post them on at times. These faded pages she kept are with me to this day and I smile at the words I used and the rather stark delivery. Here is an example of what a young mind was thinking.


‘Dear Mother, I am OK. My Nan is OK. The fish is still living. We received the fifteen shillings. I and Nan received the money off Auntie Ivy. We thank Shirley for the picture card. I hope you are OK. I have made something for you (mother). Will you ask Auntie Ivy if she saw the ration book because we can’t find them, love from Nan John xx’And another short letter with a little more feeling.


‘Dear Mother and Shirley, I hope you are OK. I went up Pilsworth with Trevor, David and Roy Greeves on Saturday to Stony Dell. We were up there three hours. I got some flowers for Nan called Marsh Marigolds, comfrey and some gipsy grass. I am just finishing my letter to give Auntie Ivy. Love from John and Nan xxx’


I had my first brush with the rights and wrongs of life on a visit to see Uncle Les, Auntie Nell and cousin Pat (some three years younger) who lived at 1, Ormerod Street nearer the town centre. Mum had come over on a visit and we went for tea to their house. In a small crowded front room I was sitting near the sideboard, when I saw a sixpence piece placed near to a vase of flowers and hidden from view. I decided perhaps it had been forgotten, or more likely did not think at all and carefully slid it into my trouser pocket as all the adults were talking. The afternoon passed and we were ready to walk back home to Pilsworth Road when an arm went round my shoulders from Uncle Les who said quietly. ‘I think you should put it back, because it’s not yours.’ I would have mumbled something about ‘thinking it was nobody’s’ and filled up with shame and probably had a burning red face. I reached into my pocket and gave it to him and he said ‘It was left by another Auntie for your cousin Pat on her birthday. Just remember and think on in future’ A stare at me and a squeeze on the shoulder and I was quietly sent on my way…. nothing more was said. No charges brought, but a valuable lesson in life.


The 1950’s arrive and a return to Blackpool for me and living back with Mum who, true to form was always trying to better herself and do her best for us. Not that I gather it pleased Nan too much who was sorry to see me go and led to a difficult time for her being once again on her own. She died in 1957 at age 73. I went to Hawes Side Lane junior school for the last year before passing my eleven plus exam and entry to Blackpool Grammar School.


I have several happy enough memories of Hawes Side but one in particular when the lady teacher whose name I forget asked us to do an essay-the word was probably composition, but she suggested it should be an exciting story and left it to our imagination. By this time I was an avid reader of the weekly comics Adventure, Rover, Hotspur and Wizard. Not that I could afford to buy them, but they always became available as borrows or trades. I had read Treasure Island, Robinson Crusoe and any other adventure books I could find. So the plot soon hatched that to copy, with a small alteration, a pirate tale from one of the comics would do the trick as nobody else would know. I filled the required four pages of the exercise book and handed it in.


The next day all were given back except mine… I probably shuffled with some sort of dread but then the words from teacher. ‘I have kept this one back to read out to you written by John Featherstone. It is absolutely wonderful’ or something like that was said. Eyes swivelled towards me from classmates who were seeing a genius in their midst, or at least knew me enough not to be convinced. I somehow kept a head down mumbling of ‘Thank you Miss’ and the torture was soon over when it was read out. One puzzled lad in class did say afterwards. ‘I know about them capturing that pirate ship The Jolly Roger on the Spanish Main and what happened because I’ve read it somewhere’ Some years later I was acquainted with the word plagiarism, but at the time it was the brainwave that nobody else would have thought of. So at least I was doing some lateral thinking or creating opportunist ploys that would serve me well over the next few years on Blackpool’s Golden Mile.


The word deception I would not have understood. Home in Blackpool was still in different live in situations where ideally a room went with the job Mum managed to get and two young children were accepted. Not easy. All the time it was the checking and asking by Mum to see if her name was still on a council list. At last the much longed for two bedroom house was given to us on Dingle Avenue, Grange Park when I was around 14 years old. Two years before that and things became more settled due to Mum meeting a gentle man in every respect in Jack Sagar, who came into our three lives and who was to become my stepdad a few years later when they married. We had made our home with him when he bought a house on Winton Avenue in Marton having lived with his mother back in Preston after his divorce. He had two sons and worked as a welder at Leyland Motors.


A lifelong ballroom dancing interest led him to weekly visits to the famous Tower Ballroom where Mum went from time to time with lady friends she had met. That was the social scene, certainly not pubs and before long we were introduced to him and he helped make all the things happen for me, whilst not being able to do the same with his own sons. I paid a tribute to him in a story I entitled ‘Funny Turns’ which was one of my early pieces from a creative writing course I went to later in the 1990’s with the countryman Jack Benson of the local Evening Gazette. Certainly more to say about him as the chapters continue.


Stories of coincidence that unfold not just in my life I suspect…a recurring theme and perhaps a chance meeting or opportunity that determines your destiny in life. Very strange as though on reflection it was all that life is meant to be. The quick decision that reaps a reward and satisfaction, or leads to a time of sadness and despair. The Golden Mile years arrive for me as the 1950’s progress and Blackpool Grammar School and the final year for Shirley at Collegiate High School for Girls leaving with some five GCSE’s and lifelong friends. I became a fag. Which was the dated name for the first year intake of eleven year olds at Raikes Parade Grammar School on Church Street, some half mile from Blackpool seafront in 1954. My form master’s Mr Jones and then Mr Rigby wearing the obligatory BSC or MA academic gowns from qualifying probably at Oxford or Cambridge for a degree. The headmaster was the Very Reverend H M Luft who was still able to dispense strokes of the cane for the more serious misdemeanours.


This was all accepted at the time probably with pride from parents that their young son was going to the grammar school rather than a secondary modern, but looking back it was clearly a hangover from Empire days when the public school structure created supposedly educated real men who were going to rule the country, if not the world. The word ‘fag’ was the lowest form of life whose mission was to be the servant of prefects and masters. Long gone by then in public schools even but the tales and pretence lived on to establish that you knew your place. Some minor form of bullying became the norm till the second years schooling arrived and a new set of fodder arrived to be treated with disrespect. Strange early years with an onslaught of forgettable French, Latin Chemistry and religious instruction. Algebra and Geometry lessons from Mr Cowley, that must have taken place as I stared out of the window failing to understand. We must have had some attempt at wood work lessons, but five years after walking into the school I probably could not knock a nail in straight or even wire up a 3 pin plug.


My reading and interest though in History and Geography came to the fore and I was mostly top placed in any exams-but only in those two subjects. Teachers that you stood up for as they entered the classroom and always call Sir. The character ones that inevitably had nicknames such as the French teacher Mr ‘Drip’ Murdoch who was probably in the early stages of Alzheimer’s or some other mind sapping disturbance that coping with young boys did not help. When I saw the various films of ‘Goodbye Mr Chips’ in later years, I regret I was part of those thoughtless times the way we schoolboys treated him. A kindly talented man, who was just pushing treacle uphill with us lot. A dated academic system that should have been buried when the war ended-the First World War that is.


But out of it came the friendships with some I retain to this day. Dave Miller. A talented drummer who made us all sit up when at 12 years old he appeared on television in a talent show called ‘All your Own’ presented by Huw Wheldon later to be a top name at the BBC. Dave’s father played the drums at local clubs and and encouraged him from an early age. He went on to be the drummer with Jimmy Justice, Marty Wilde and the Wildcats and Joe Brown and the Bruvvers in the vibrant sixties. Friends at school made in that first year included Robert Simpson, John Gledhill, Bill Taylor, Barrie Oughton and others departed such as Phil Crossley. All of us sharing the same enthusiasm for motorbikes in early teens to follow on from the cow horn handlebars that had transformed the staid bicycles we used for transport. A child being dropped off at school in a car? – certainly not. It was bus, bicycle and shank’s pony.


Bill Haley and his Comets and the Blackboard Jungle film were signs of the new awakening for us teenagers. Just what lusty young minds wanted as the existence of girls became a topic of conversation and the world out there was changing fast. The days when you stood around at the cinema kiosk looking at the magic words X Certificate film. You asked someone to take to you to see a horror film such as X the Unknown. Can you believe that – but it happened and then the strange man you asked wanted to sit next to you. The great awakening that girls had an attraction as their and our bodies ‘changed’ as it was carefully referred to. The Collegiate school was some 500 yards to the east near Stanley Park on Beech avenue. A road to be crossed at peril from in house school rules, that viewed the courting of the opposite sex with disapproval. Homosexuality was probably alive and well, but always swept under the carpet and would never have been mentioned other than a reference to ‘I think he’s a queer’ not really understanding what one was. The word lesbian never mentioned or would have been understood.


Prejudice was something that was an opinion passed as fact. It was easy to be labelled that if you did not have a girlfriend by your late teens for instance that something was wrong with you. Applied to lots of other abrupt and dismissive attitudes. The thoughtless comments made to me in the first year at grammar when I got free school dinner tickets because of Mum being a widow. ‘Is your Dad dead then? Is that why you get them and the free bus tickets?’ I had learnt in those last two years to remain silent, but always squirmed a little and did not want to talk as the pain was still there knowing how my background was so different from many others at the school. The other kids whose parents had a boarding house or perhaps a business in the town.


Mum had been sent a letter saying I was entitled to free clothing from the Chief Constable’s Clothing Fund. It was in the old Police Station buildings of South King Street, with its own entrance on Charnley Road. I was told to go there and see what was available and true to form I dodged the ‘have you been there yet’ after saying it was closed the first time. I then confessed that I would do without because someone might see me going in. Understanding as always reaction from Mum and nothing more said.
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