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        ‘Let’s hear thy story Thomas Leaf,’ said the tranter, ‘I never knew you were clever enough to tell a story. Silence, all of ye, Mr Leaf will tell a story.’




        THOMAS HARDY, Under the Greenwood Tree
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        Foreword: Music and Stories


      




      My career as a creative musician started in the mid-1960s with the release of my debut album Gordon Giltrap in 1966. This was a mixed affair of songs and guitar solo instrumentals. Between 1966 and 1973 I recorded a further three albums in a similar vein but then decided to pursue an entirely instrumental direction. The result was the critically acclaimed Visionary album in 1976. This album was inspired by the poems and paintings of the visionary English genius William Blake. I was particularly moved by three of his most famous poems: The Ecchoing Green, London and one of his most profound works The Price of Experience.




      Even though I have written more tunes than I care to remember, the creative process is still a mystery to me and to try to explain how it all works is nigh on impossible. When taking a piece of literature for example as the seed for inspiration, I try to picture what the poem is describing and to put myself in that picture. With Blake of course it’s a lot easier, particularly with his more descriptive works such as the aforementioned poems.




      I related particularly to Blake and his inherent ‘Englishness’ and my own style of composing, drawing my inspiration from lute music and the music of Elgar and Vaughn Williams. I can’t begin to say whether I hit the mark with some of my interpretations of the masters’ works but one can only try to get inside the mind of a tortured genius such as Blake and hope that any scholars of the man will forgive any shortcomings on the composer’s part!




      I have always been an intuitive creator and this is the only way it works for me. I like to think that in some romantic way that if the man were still alive today that he would approve of an ‘intuitive’, sincere approach to his beautiful words.




      Once the Visionary album gained acceptance, it made sense to follow a similar path with the more contemporary work of Harry Willcock and Alan Aldridge, and The Peacock Party album was released in 1981. This again was a mixture of text and illustration, a particularly rich source of inspiration for a writer of tunes like myself.




      Of course the reverse can also work in the creative process.




      The pieces featured behind Garry Burnett’s wonderful, innocent, gentle, uplifting story ‘Mrs Ockleton’s Rainbow Kite’ was inspired by music composed for my Troubador album. Garry was so moved by my compositions ‘Rainbow Kites’, ‘On Camber Sands’ and ‘Kaz’ that his imagination was fired.




      GORDON GILTRAP


      June 2005


    


  




  

    

      




      

        Introduction


      




      The short story is a subtle form – and more demanding than it may seem at first. Unlike the novel where narrative can uncoil and meander as life does itself, it requires a tight discipline of economical writing. In the short story, everything must be done purposefully – settings established, characters introduced and conclusions worked towards in a very short space. The craft of the storywriter is to invest the little with significance of the large. Garry Burnett’s stories have this discipline of condensed material, making them short insights into large human affairs.




      Garry grew up and went to school in East Hull and many of his stories draw upon his memories of his family, his neighbours and his classmates. East Hull, however, is not just a geographical setting in these stories. It’s true that the landscape of the stories – Holderness Road, the old railway line to Withernsea or the channels of the Humber Estuary – is specifically local but the landscape that really matters is the social landscape of these stories. East Hull is a setting where life is permeated with the culture of its community – the bingo, the chip shop, the ‘diddle ’em’ and the ‘ten-foot’ – and these are part of a recognisable wider national culture.




      Unlike much autobiographical writing, and unlike much writing that springs from a known community, Garry’s work is no rose-spectacled recall of an idealised past. The stories frequently touch on the cruelties of school and family life, as they do with the cruelties of life itself, like the child whose loss of eye and tooth make him doubly handicapped. The stories are in no way a romanticised picture of an urban working-class community. They are sharply realistic and unsentimental.




      Many of them draw on the raw and tender parts of childhood – not just pains, but dreams and fantasies, affections and embarrassments. Garry Burnett understands childhood the way few writers do. He understands the way that adults often callously misjudge the needs and hopes of youngsters. The afflicted youth just mentioned, for example, is known to all as ‘Dog’ because of the inability to even sound his own name ‘Doug’. Such unintentional cruelties and ironies outside the politically correct are the distinctive mark of these stories. They are part of the comedy and tragedy of human life. Garry’s warmth and affection for characters is intelligent rather than sentimental. He understands that pathos and poignancy are not a matter of emotional wallowing in the agonies of the psyche. His special gift for pathos and poignancy works dangerously close to comedy. Like the great creations of flawed character, Pickwick, Falstaff, Del Trotter or Captain Mainwaring, his characters too are shaped by the absurd collisions of ego and circumstance, of ambition and failure. His Uncle Kevin, in his own eyes a stylish winner in Life’s lotteries is, in reality, a walking example of dire failure, but he is sustained against the pain of reality by unperishing self-esteem. There is something of the comic hero about him and others who dare to live their dreams, deaf to the scorn and derision of others, tenaciously holding on to what they want to be whilst driving an ice-cream van whose tune is the theme to Lawrence of Arabia.




      What Garry shows us is what Wordsworth knew, that the child is the father of the man. The cruelly handicapped child acts out his dream in the school playground as he pretends to be a bus, zealously developing his repertoire of engine and ticket-collecting vocal effects. In this, he is as one with the chip-shop owner who lives out his dream of being a Confederate General as he doles out skinless haddock or a portion of fries in the ‘chippy’.




      It’s Wordsworth, too, who is the source of so much of what makes these stories more than sketches. In ‘Egging’, Garry draws on Wordsworth’s links between childhood pranks and the dawning awareness of a larger world of conscience and responsibility as two boys hunting eggs are brought suddenly and shockingly to an awareness of matters looming larger than hobbies and pranks.




      There are other links a reader may make with writers who have explored the territory of childhood and community – Sid Chaplin, Bill Naughton and Dylan Thomas come quickly to mind. What I think Garry has, uniquely in this collection, is a comic gift for the parochial epic.




      My own lasting memory of Garry’s stories is his reading of ‘Twenty-six Baboons’, a story in which the exotic location of a safari collides with the huddle of a chip-shop queue, yoking the lewd vulgarity of the baboons with the disgust of the voyager and the more wildly exotic imagination of the chip-fryer. That and the unforgettable chill of the Christmas story in which a child confronts a mysterious alter-ego. Garry the writer is also Garry the teacher. What he teaches in these stories is warmth, tolerance and the need to dream with our feet on the ground. If he makes you laugh, it’s not laughter at individuals or Hull – it’s laughter at the quirks and follies of the species.




      Thank you Garry.




      PETER THOMAS


      University of Hull
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        A Yuletide Tale


      




      

        The day will come when, after harnessing space, the winds, the tides and gravitation, we shall harness for God the energies of love. And on that day, for the second time in the history of the world, we shall have discovered fire.




        PIERRE TEILHARD DE CHARDIN,


        French Paleontologist and Philosopher


      




      You could always tell the kids who’d got new bikes for Christmas because at about a quarter to six on Christmas morning they’d be riding up and down the pavements outside our front window, heaving at their pedals, their bums sticking up in the air like jockeys because the seats weren’t quite adjusted to their size yet. Mind you, I was no different. I remember the Christmas I asked for a Raleigh Olympus ‘racer’. It was the first big bike I’d ever had and it proved to me at last that I must be really ‘grown-up’. All the others I’d had would seem like toys in comparison and for months before I used to daydream about all the places I’d be able to go on my new bike.




      But then Christmas always began really early in our house and we always used to build up to it by saying things like, ‘In two weeks and three days we’ll be able to say “It’s Christmas this month”’ or ‘Tomorrow will be the eve of the eve of the eve of the eve of Christmas Eve.’ That’s what it was like in our house, we couldn’t wait for Christmas.




      I don’t know how our parents managed to give us all they did when money was so tight. ‘The good old days?’ my Nana used to say, ‘They was bad. We had nowt. There were no credit cards or cheque books. We couldn’t afford clothes for your Uncle Kevin until he was four, and then we bought him a vest so he could look out of the window.’




      I think she was kidding about the last bit.




      For six months before Christmas we used to pay a shilling a week into a ‘diddle ’em’ at my Mum’s work. It was our pocket money and a good way, we thought, to save for presents. I always used to wonder why they called it a ‘diddle ’em’ until one year we didn’t get any money because the woman who’d organised it had ‘diddled’ everyone and spent it on bingo.




      When it was finally handed over we would plan our Christmas shopping expedition ‘on Road’. It’s funny going down Holderness Road for me even now because up to Craven Street not much has really changed. Even ‘Aubrey’s Discount Super Save’, the poor man’s ‘Fortnum and Mason’ where we used to buy most of our Christmas presents, is still there. It contained everything that we needed and (and this was important) at ‘affordable’ prices. Bath cubes, bath salts, knitted bath salt jar covers that looked like French poodles, Pagan Beast after shave and all sorts of brassy ornaments and paintings of crying children that our aunties and uncles must have been really grateful for. The range of presents was endless and it was all ‘under one roof’. Do you know one year from my brother I got a packet of Aubrey’s Super Save ‘Christmas glitter’ for a present!




      ‘Oh thank you, it’s just what I’ve always wanted,’ I lied.




      I wouldn’t have minded but he’d used half of it to brighten up the Christmas wrapping paper on the presents he’d bought.




      ‘Oh no, I don’t think he’s been!’ my dad shouted up the stairs on Christmas morning as we waited at the top, poised to practically fall down to get to our presents when he’d raked the ashes and lit the fire.




      ‘Oh, hold on, what’s this? Come on then.’ And we tumbled down the stairs, fighting to get to the spot on the settee or chair where our pile of presents would be.




      ‘Oh wow, look!’ said my brother, ‘An Adventure Kit. Is the gun real, dad?’




      My sister had a doll that could ‘wee’ and a Junior Hair-Styler beauty salon ‘for young models and aspiring film stars’ complete with real scissors for styling your doll’s hair, hair curlers and make-up.




      And there it was, ‘six-speed’, with gleaming chrome and clean tyres – my racer.




      ‘Can I go out on it, dad?’




      ‘No you can’t. It’s only a quarter to six and besides you’ve got no lights.’




      Do you remember the films that used to be shown at Christmas? It was different then because there were no videos, and a new film at Christmas was a real event, a treat. After Lesley Crowther had visited the poorly children in the hospital and just before the Queen on Christmas afternoon, I remember one of my favourites being shown that year, Lassie. Lassie was this really clever dog that used to save people when they needed rescuing and she had all sorts of adventures. Actually I think the film this particular Christmas was called Lassie Come Home but it didn’t matter because they all had practically the same heart-rending story and I would hide behind my comic when the sad violin music began to play, hoping that nobody, especially my dad or Uncle Kevin, would see my eyes fill with tears at the inevitable bit when Lassie nearly died.




      ‘Erhhmm, I’m going to play out on my bike now,’ I gulped.




      ‘Ah ha ha ha, look at him he’s crying!’ my Uncle Kevin shrieked.




      ‘No, no I’m not,’ I lied, hurrying outside so I could fiddle with my bike but at the same time sneaking a look through the back window to make sure Lassie was safe. But it was too late, they’d seen me cry now and they soon closed in for the kill, pointing and cackling.




      ‘Get lost!’ I shouted. ‘I’ll run away.’




      ‘On your bike?’ said Uncle Kevin. ‘Don’t you mean you’ll ride away?’




      ‘They ought to call you “Lassie”,’ said my dad. ‘Roaring at a film.’




      ‘Here,’ said my Uncle Kevin, ‘Put one of your sister’s dresses on and we’ll sit you on the top of the Christmas tree!’




      ‘Right that’s it. I’m … going,’ I cried, and I slammed the door so hard I thought the glass would fall out.




      ‘Come back, son,’ said my mum. ‘Take no notice of them. They’ll only do it more.’




      ‘They don’t care about me! Nobody cares, so I’m going,’ and I wheeled my bike angrily to the ten-foot outside, scraping my leg on the pedal as I did. I lingered near the gate, looking around once or twice to see if they’d come for me and say sorry, but they didn’t. And once or twice I even thought I saw them waving.




      ‘I’ll show them,’ I said to myself, tightening the grey, fur-rimmed hood of my khaki parka around my head. ‘I won’t come back until really late, or maybe even tomorrow, and then they’ll worry.’




      I pushed uneasily at the pedals as I headed down Telford Street and on to Holderness Road. East Park gates were locked so I turned and headed right, past the cold, empty, closed-up shops and garages out towards Holderness and the open country.




      Though my eyes and nose were streaming and my hands chapped red with cold, I didn’t stop until I came to Thirtleby Lane, a narrow road between Sproatley and Coniston, at a bend in the lane near a tumble-down barn. I leaned my bike against the hedge and kneeled on the damp grass. And there I sat, all alone on Christmas afternoon with the cold seeping through my black ‘sannies’ as my breath plumed out in front of me like ghosts.




      I looked back at the twinkling lights of the city, yellow and white now against the frosty winter sky as the afternoon began to pink into dusk.




      They didn’t care that I was on my own. All they cared about was getting drunk and laughing at me.




      For a while I just listened.




      My pulse thumped gently in my temples from the exertion of the ride. Somewhere across the field crows ‘kaa-arked’ from twiggy nests that clotted the tops of the bare trees and a ragged robin busied in the autumn debris under the hedgerow.




      Just then I thought I heard the faint calling of children as they played in the wood behind me, and it was as I stood up and turned that I saw him. A little boy standing alone at a gap in the wood, garlanded by trees. A small pale boy, lonely at the end of the hedgerow where the fields converged, and he was dressed in exactly the same clothes as me.




      I rode quickly now, chased by the gathering darkness back to the lights of the city and my home. Past mud-crusted farms and bungalow front rooms jumping with shadows of televisions and evening fires, until finally I turned into the ten-foot at the back of our house.




      ‘Now where have you been?’ said my mum softly as I leaned my bike against the wall. ‘Come here, I’ve been so worried about you. Come in and have a warm drink, and some tea. Come on.’ And she pressed my damp head gently against her waist.




      I looked through the window at Uncle Kevin and my dad fast asleep on the settee. From where I stood in the darkness it reminded me of one of those crib scenes for the Nativity, though there was something strange about them, and what it was I just couldn’t make out.




      ‘I’ve got something to show you,’ she said, holding my hand and leading me through the warm kitchen to the settee where they slept. ‘Look at what your sister’s done. Won’t they know Father Christmas has been when they wake up!’




      With her Junior Hair-Styler scissors my sister had virtually scalped Uncle Kevin and my dad as they slept, and in the patchy tufts of hair she hadn’t hacked off, she had rolled Junior Hair-Styler curlers, all tightly gripped. They had both been given a full make-over too, complete with eye-liner, blusher and lipstick and sitting on a damp patch on Uncle Kevin’s knee, looking like a third ugly sister, was the dolly that couldn’t stop weeing, also scalped and with lipstick applied with what looked like marker pen.
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