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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my family, both present and past, and to the people of Nechells and Aston during my childhood – most of them who have long since passed away. These people, who are still alive in my head, visit me in one way or another most days; a smell here or a word there is enough to trigger-off some old memory. I only have to see a blue-and-white hand-made glass swan and my sweat-stained dad working in front of a red-hot glass-blowing furnace appears before my eyes; a certain type of laugh and my mom is by my side. The same thing happens with my brother Terry and my sister Von; I see a Scout and there is Terry, resplendent in his uniform; I hear a chattering excited voice and it’s my sister Von. Both have now passed away but still remain within my heart. A walk up the Lickeys and I am transported back sixty years to what seemed like mile-long queues up Hill Street, the bone-rattling tram ride from Navigation Street along the Bristol road through the conker trees, drinking cold tea out of a milk bottle, and eating lard sarnies covered in salt and pepper and seeing the men standing in clusters drinking their pints outside the Hare and Hounds.


These memories are now but burnt into my very being because that’s what families are. We are all individuals but we are all part of the whole. My family, neighbours, friends, teachers and everyone I met during my childhood shaped me and thousands like me as if we were painted onto a canvas. We are there for all the world to see, warts-and-all and nothing will ever alter us. And being Brummies and working-class, we should be proud of what we are.


A special mention needs to be made about my mate Alec Moss. We spent our formative years together as mates, and at seventeen would have died for each other. We worked together, courted together, went away together, fought and drank together. Sadly, Alec passed away last year, but I know he and his wife Josie and their children were as close as could be. He was a loving man and it showed.


So to the people of Nechells, Aston and Brum, Cromwell Street School, Cowper Street School and Summer Lane School, I thank you; you played a part in making me what I am and for that I am eternally grateful. I know that any one of you could have written this book.




Foreword


by Professor Carl Chinn MBE


Our Mom comes out of Whitehouse Street, Aston. Her address was 7 back of 6. ‘Back of’: it is a term that puzzles and baffles those who have no understanding of how the working-class of Birmingham lived – but for those, many whose address was also ‘back of’, then it is a phrase that is infused with pronounced senses of identity, belonging, loyalty and sharing. Our Mom’s house is long gone. There is a peck, an open space, where it stood with others that were ‘back of’, but she sees it yet in her mind. You came down Whitehouse Street from the Aston Road North, past the Albion pub that is still on the corner, and then there were two houses, an entry, and two more houses. The house on the right of the entry was number 6. Up the entry was a yard. They were called ‘courts’ officially and this one was Court 2, Whitehouse Street, but to Our Mom and her pals it was simply, yet powerfully, ‘our yard’, and there were hundreds upon hundreds of other ‘our yards’ in working-class Brum. In that yard there were four houses that backed on to the four that fronted the street. At a right angle, opposite the last of these, was a terrace of eight blind backs. They had no houses sharing their back wall as did a true back-to-back, but like them, they had no windows at the rear, for their back wall was also the wall of the playground of St Mary’s Infants School.


That yard had two shared brew’ouses in which the mothers did the washing in a copper on the day allotted to them. It had the miskins, a walled-off area where the dustbins were kept, and six lavatories shared between two or three families. As Our Mom says, there was nothing romantic in living in a back house with one small room downstairs which served as living room, dining room, kitchen, drying room and much else besides. There was nothing romantic in sleeping in a small attic above the one bedroom and having to burn the bugs off the ceiling with a candle before you got into bed. That was because even though Our Nan was spotless, the houses were badly built with dirt instead of sand for the mortar, and horses’ hair had been used to bind the plaster. There was nothing romantic about going to the lavatory down the yard in the dark, wet and wind and with a candle guttering in a jam jar, hoping the light would not go out.


Hardships and bad housing are not romantic, but for all that Our Mom is proud to be a backstreet Brummie whose address was ‘back of’. She is proud of her Granny Wood who laid out the street’s dead and brought babbies into the world, not charging any money but doing so because that was her role. She is proud of how her Mom and Dad collared all the hours that God sent and strove for a better life, and of how they gave her the values of respect, determination, doggedness, perseverance, cleanliness, patriotism, sharing what little you had, giving more than taking, and kinship. She is proud of her neighbours who clung fast to the same values, despite the poverty, rows and pollution. She is proud that her street was tough but safe for children, women and old people. And I know she will be proud of Graham Twist’s compelling account of his younger life because it is a testament to all those whose address was ‘back of’.


Graham was also a backstreet kid and is rightly proud to have been so. This story is his own, but I see in it Our Mom’s story and the untold stories of all those hundreds of thousands of other Brummies who were also backstreet kids. He shirks not from the hard times – the overcrowding, the coats on the bed, the bucket in the bedroom, the free school meals, the picking up of the dog-ends off the street so that his Dad could make up a fag, the maiming of his Mom at work, the bare floorboards, the fights, and the shattered dreams. He movingly recounts the suicide of his Dad, a hard-working man whose pride and soul were broken by a society that cared nothing for working men when they could not work. But Graham also brings to life the high days, the holidays and the happy days – the horses trimmed up for May Day, the VE Day Party, the camping trip to Bewdley, going to the flicks on a Saturday morning, expeditions to Perry Barr Park, cycling to the country, games in the yard and the street, having a mooch on the monkey run, and so much more. Graham is a talented storyteller. He is the storyteller of his family and he is the storyteller of all backstreet Brummies. That is his gift and his talent. They are precious things. His Mom and Dad would be proud that one of theirs tells so well not only their story but also the story of so many.




CHAPTER ONE



A Family Life


In 1945, when I was about four, on a damp and foggy day, I jumped off the wall at the bottom of our yard in Charles Arthur Street, Nechells Green. Me and my mates were playing at cowboys and Indians – and in our imaginations the wall was a rock face. We were jumping off this wall onto the miskins, which back in those days only really contained ash from the fires. Unfortunately, my mate at the time, John, thought it would be a good idea to take off the lid as I was in full flight. The results of which I have carried with me ever since in the shape of a broken, flattened nose. As my mother recalled it, she heard a piercing scream from one of my sisters and on coming out of our two-up one-down terraced house, was confronted with the sight of her youngest son covered from head to toe in grey and white ash, and with red, blue and green snot and blood pouring down his face.


[image: image]


Harry Twist glass-blowing in Phillips Street, Aston, 1930s.


Our terraced house at 5 Poplar Terrace was like thousands of other houses in Brum at that time; one room downstairs and two upstairs. The two-up wasn’t quite accurate because the little room was absolutely minute. My eldest brother and our Uncle George slept in this small room, which had a single bed in it. The big room had two three-quarter sized beds in it; in one slept our mom and my other brother during the night, and our dad during the day. Dad was on permanent nights at a glass-blowing company in Phillips Street, Aston. In the other bed I slept between my two elder sisters. The beds all had old coats on them as well as blankets, but sheets were an unheard of luxury we could never afford. Because he slept during the day, we had to make sure we didn’t wake our dad up. For six days a week my dad was just a lump in a bed; he used to sleep with his head under the blankets, to keep out the cold and the noise of his five kids. Obviously with three in a bed, space was at a premium, and I found that if I lifted myself up slightly, the gap I left would soon be taken over. This sometimes led to pushing wars with one of my sisters pushing with her feet on the wall and the other pushing back with her feet on the fire grate.
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Unle Len with his brother, Aston, 1935.


Domestic electricity was not available to us then and these rooms were supposed to be lit by gas mantles, though we never seemed to be able to afford them. The results of not using gas mantles were big, black soot marks on the ceilings. The distempered walls were home to a myriad of small creatures, fleas and the like, but the worst one of all was the bed bug. These things used to creep out of the cracks in the plaster at night, get into the bed and feed on your body while you were asleep, sucking on your blood like miniature vampire bats, and when they were full they used to look like fat red match heads. If you flattened them, the blood used to squirt all over the place. Our bedroom wall was full of little red shell-bursts of blood. I must have copied something I had seen at the pictures, because I once set fire to our bed by making a funeral pyre of matches. When our mom found out she gave me a right whaling, and I was never allowed near matches again.


During the night there was a bucket on the corner of the stairs for anyone who got caught short. Walking through the dark yard in the middle of winter on a cold, wet and windy night for a pee was not advisable. There was supposed to be a rota for emptying this galvanised receptacle in the toilet down the yard, but being the youngest, I had my fair share of struggling with this smelly thing, and as you came downstairs when you got up, it was best to try to avoid it. One day one of my sisters actually had the misfortune of falling head first into it.
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My mother, May Twist, with her friend, Lily Rainey, 1943.


When you got to the bottom of the stairs, in front of you was the large, chipped crock sink with its single brass cold water tap. We also had a black gas stove in the kitchen. You then turned right into what was called the living room. This room contained a black leaded grate for cooking rabbit stews in the hanging pot, drying the washing, and heating. We all had a turn at black leading this grate, and whoever did it had to work really hard to get it up to any sort of standard that would suit our mom.


In the winter everyone sat huddled around this tiny fire and most of us had red and blue mottled legs from standing too near to it. Your face and front used to be red hot and your back would be freezing, but the sight of those flames flickering away in all colours could take you off day-dreaming to another world. We would do toast against the little grill in front of the fire and there was always a black kettle, which was our teapot, hanging from the hook above the flames. Because they were coal fires, the chimneys used to catch fire quite regularly, and if you called the fire brigade out they would generally wait around till it burned itself out. We had to call out the brigade once and it made me feel so important to have these big men with their shiny hats and axes in our house. I think you had to pay for these call-outs, so people thought very carefully before sending for the fire brigade. When the chimney sweep came, he used to cover the front of the grate with sacking and push his brushes up and down the chimney. He’d then get you to go outside to see if you could see his brush. Because everyone had a coal fire, the fogs we would get were really thick – so thick that sounds would be muffled, and sometimes you would not be able to see a yard in front of you. It was strange to walk around in these pea-soupers, arms outstretched, with ghostly figures appearing out of the gloom, and the beacons of the street gas lamps shining like weak suns in a mist. Motor vehicles were a rarity so that walking in the horse road was no problem during these foggy attacks.
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