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Although less than six miles along the Aire valley from Bradford, the enduringly Victorian ‘Worstedopolis’ whose dormitory it has increasingly become, Bingley is in many ways a country town, distrustful of, and often hostile to, what are all too easily interpreted as slick city ways. It is a conservative community, tolerant of mild eccentricity but more given to ‘shamming gaumless’ than to acts of flamboyance or outward display.


Travelling north to prepare a biography of her friend Charlotte Brontë almost a century and a half ago, Mrs Gaskell, whose train would have called at Bingley en route to Keighley for Haworth, only a short distance down the line, was immediately struck by the sullen and suspicious demeanour of the people ‘in such a new manufacturing place’:


‘The remarkable degree of self-sufficiency they possess gives them an air of independence apt to repel a stranger … Their accost is curt; their accent and tone of speach blunt and harsh … a stranger can hardly ask a question without receiving some crusty reply if, indeed, he receive any at all. Sometimes the sour rudeness amounts to positive insult. Yet, if the “foreigner” takes all this churlishness good-humouredly, or as a matter of course, and makes good any claim upon their latent kindliness and hospitality, they are faithful and generous, and thoroughly to be relied upon,’ Mrs Gaskell concluded in 1857, and little that has happened in the intervening years would cause her to radically revise that view.


‘Foreigners’, in fact, which meant Bradfordians as well as southerners and those from further afield, were probably a less rare occurrence in Bingley in the mid-nineteenth century, when the railway and the canal were both bustling thoroughfares, than they have become today.


Shoppers and commuters are the only passengers likely to alight these days at Bingley station; and the holidaymakers who are the only cargo that the Leeds–Liverpool canal now carries linger just long enough at the top of the Five Rise Lock overlooking the town to bemoan the unsightly concrete bunker erected by the Bradford and Bingley Building Society, and the ‘Damart’ sign defacing the handsome chimney of the former Bowling Green Mills, before opening the throttle on their rented narrow-boats and gamely chugging on.


As recently as the early 1960s, however, when the Arts Council was still a warren of cobbled streets staggering down to the river, and the shopping precinct was still the site of the Myrtle cinema, Bingley, because of its advantaged position, was regularly choked with visitors from the surrounding towns, come to seek a breath of fresh air.


From Main Street, once part of the principal road from Bradford to Lancashire and the North, Bingley very quickly climbs up the steep sides of the valley, until the blackened stone of the semi-detached villas and Victorian terraces on the gentler slopes is overpowered by the paler brick of the post-war estates which provide the physical link between the heart of the old town and the scattered hamlets and villages high up on the moor’s edge.


It was to places like Gilstead and Eldwick that the hikers and bikers would come on August Bank Holiday Mondays and at Whitsuntide, toiling up the hills to the town’s outer boundary in their hundreds, and then on, past High Eldwick, across Rombald’s Moor to Ilkley, a sight as predictable as the rain that beat down on the Airedale Agricultural Society Show, held in Myrtle Park, every summer, and the Round Table’s ‘Moonlight Express’ which left Bingley station for Morecambe illuminations at 7.01 p.m. on the first Friday of every September.


These and other seasonal certainties – the St George’s Day parade, the Children’s Gala, ‘progging’ for ‘Plot Night’ (Guy Fawkes), the Sunshine Christmas Club – loaned a steadying rhythm to the Bingley year which in its turn has proved a reliable ballast against unwanted – always referred to locally as ‘unnecessary’ – change.


John Sutcliffe has benefited all his life from the stability and sense of continuity that a small, semi-rural community like Bingley provides, and he has always endeavoured in his own way to guarantee it for the future.


On 11 November 1960, for instance, Mr Sutcliffe, a good-looking man, well-known locally for his achievements on the cricket and football fields, was a featured soloist when Bingley Musical Union, the town’s male voice choir, performed with Hammond Sauceworks Band in the Princess Hall. Highlights of the evening, as that week’s Bingley Guardian duly recorded, were ‘The Lord Is My Light’ (27th Psalm); ‘In the Gloaming’; selections from South Pacific; ‘Comrades in Arms’; ‘Plantation Songs’; ‘Land of Hope and Glory’; and ‘Abide with Me’. A collection taken for Bingley Blind People’s Association and Bingley Children’s Gala raised £20 1os.


Fifteen years on, the setting was different – the main hall of the recently completed Bingley Arts Centre. But on the evening of Sunday, 7 March 1975, Mr Sutcliffe was again one of the soloists when the Musical Union again appeared with Hammond Sauceworks Band, performing by and large the same programme, and was prominent in the photograph that accompanied the Bingley Guardian’s notice hailing it as ‘without doubt one of the most successful combinations of sounds to which music lovers in the Aire valley have ever been treated.’


It was around this time, however, that dark rumblings started to be heard about the unlikelihood of the Musical Union surviving beyond its centenary, then only fifteen years in the future: young men were no longer following their fathers into the choir as the present members had followed their fathers before them; young men didn’t want to spend their Monday nights in an underheated room rehearsing ‘Love Divine’ and ‘Some Enchanted Evening’; life was full of too many other distractions.
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Peter Sutcliffe was third-generation Bingley, a chain that he would finally break himself by moving out to Bradford after he was married. His greatgrandfather, John ‘Willie’ Sutcliffe, an imposing presence, head of the accounts department at Bradford Co-operative Society, had made the move in the opposite direction with his young wife in the 1890s; and once settled in Eldwick, then little more than a scattering of grey stone terraces easily mistaken from a distance as merely a hilly outcrop of the local millstone grit, had quickly established himself as something of a figure in the community.


J. W. Sutcliffe’s uncle was already installed as church-warden at St Lawrence C. of E., Eldwick; his wife became a stalwart of the church Ladies’ Committee and it seemed natural that, when the time came for their first grandchild to be born, John Sutcliffe would be born in the large, plain house with a view of the moors that had seen his own father grow up.


A gradual descent down the side of the valley towards the centre of Bingley and a lifetime in manual labour have left John Sutcliffe full of nostalgia for both the scenery of his childhood and the exalted position enjoyed by his grandfather.


As a child he’d ride the tram into Bradford with his grandmother sometimes, and there the two of them would marvel at the sight of his namesake, big John ‘Willie’ Sutcliffe, at work. ‘He must have had a staff of about twenty girls in his office. It seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see, and there were all these desks all the way down with girls scribbling away at them. And me grandfather’s desk was at the top of the office, high up, facing them all. I met a man who worked for Bradford Co-op, many, many years after me grandfather had died, who told me they used to tremble in their boots when they saw him coming. He said he were a proper tartar.’


This picture of his grandfather in his public role, familiar from retelling to succeeding generations of the Sutcliffe family, is indelibly linked in John Sutcliffe’s mind with a second, more informal one: his grandfather at the dinner table, at home, working his way through huge platefuls of offal that seemed all the more delicious to the small boy watching at his elbow because it was food that his grandmother, in common with most women of her acquaintance, couldn’t bring herself to cook, much less eat.


‘He used to eat some of the most esoteric stuff that you ever saw in your life, and he had to be who he was to get it in the quantity and quality that he did. He was a great man for tripe and pigs’ trotters and best beef sausage, chicklins [chitterlings, pigs’ intestines] all stuff like that … He absolutely loved offal.


‘And when I was a kid, I used to stand at the side of his chair when he was eating his evening meal and I used to look up at him, just like a little pup watching somebody with food. And he’d just go on eating away and eating away, a very well-built, well-made feller, with a great full moustache, until all of a sudden he’d look down as if he hadn’t noticed me till then and say, “Hello, would you like to try a bit of this?” And he’d chop me a lump off. It didn’t matter what it was; it were me grandad’s dinner; and it were beautiful.


‘And it’s stood me in good stead to this day that I can eat anything out of a butcher’s, be it trotters or be it cow-heel or be it tripe or chicklins – anything at all in the offal time. I love it.’


This appetite for what he’d very quickly identified as ‘man’s food’ did little to dent the reputation John Sutcliffe enjoyed even at that early age for being what is known in West Yorkshire as ‘a real lad’, or just ‘real’. Constantly in scrapes, one of his earliest memories is of an incident that he says happened when he was just eleven months old, at the cottage in High Eldwick that was his parents’ first home.


His mother had taken a tin of gravy out of the oven and left it on a table under the kitchen window to cool. Hoicking himself up with the aid of a table-leg and a chair, he’d somehow managed to make contact with the rim of the tin and had pulled the hot, clinging gravy down all over himself. He’d be reminded many times in later life how lucky he was not to be permanently disfigured; but, although he was fortunate not to get it full in the face, the left side of his chin and his left shoulder are still noticeably scarred. ‘I can remember doing it,’ he says. ‘I can remember screaming me head off when it happened.’


Not the sort of man to easily forget anything – he’s always ready with the time of day, correct to the nearest second and carries the local bus timetables around in his head – John Sutcliffe’s memories of his first six years, spent on the edge of a farm in the middle of nowhere, are especially acute. After a period of neglect, he has taken to revisiting the scenery with which he was on such intimate terms as a child in order to remind himself, so he likes to tell his friends, that times haven’t always been so bad.


‘Up there, the summers were always summers and the winters were always winters,’ will begin a typical reminiscence of the ‘real’ weather enjoyed on the moor-top. Such as the times when all you’d be able to see going to school was the top of an old drywall sticking up above the snow, which you would have to lead your little sister along by the hand. Or the fireballs which, another time, the same stone wall served to protect them against, sending them blazing into the tops of nearby trees in the premature dark.


‘And in the summer I can remember the … the heat of the sun and the smell of the hay and everything about life in the country. It was so … lovely and warm and brilliant. Not so long ago I went to watch a cricket match up at High Eldwick, just up where I used to live, and when I left Bingley it were absolutely bucketing down; it was coming down like stair-rods: when I got up to where the cricket field is, you could see right down over the Aire Valley, and from Keighley, right through Bingley, Saltaire, Shipley, there was a thick white cloud hanging low over the river that never moved. Up where I was, though, it were beautiful. It was a glorious, sunny day.’


In similar vein, he can wax lyrical about the generosity of the farmer on whose land their cottage stood: ‘“Now then, lass,” he’d say to me mother, “anytime tha wants a tunnip, go over t’field and get yersen one.”’ And even about the earth-toilet, located some distance from the house on the far side of a dirt road. He says he dreams of returning permanently, to see out his days. ‘I’ve always said I’d like to finish me time back up there again. I really would. I’d really love to go back and live in that cottage where we lived.’


And yet, based on what he always told them while they were growing up, John Sutcliffe’s children never thought of his upbringing as anything but ‘hard’: in the emotional, if not the purely physical sense, he always seemed to them to have been deprived. It was certainly an impression that their own experience of his mother, a difficult, demanding, undemonstrative woman, tended to bear out.


Only Peter, the oldest of John Sutcliffe’s six children, would ever find anything resembling a welcome at his grandmother Sutcliffe’s door. For the rest, whether they’d been sent up on an errand or just happened to be passing, she’d keep them standing outside, and in all weathers.


It had registered with John Sutcliffe at an early age that his mother was his father’s social inferior. Returning from summer holidays spent with his grandparents in Mrs Cannon’s very proper ‘holiday home’ on Queen’s Promenade in Douglas, Isle of Man, he’d be especially struck by the fact that his mother was from cruder stock – ‘from right at the lower end of the social scale,’ as he’d describe it later; ‘as low as you possibly could be in a town this size.’


The daughter of a foundryman, she’d been brought up in what is still known as ‘the bottom of the town’, meaning the terraced cottages in the shadow of Bingley Parish Church which the antique collectors who come to browse there now consider ‘picturesque’. Unlike her husband, who had been a pupil at Bingley Grammar school until the age of sixteen, Ivy Sutcliffe had left school when she was twelve and gone straight into the mills which, in the first half of the century, was where virtually everybody went.


Mrs Sutcliffe allowed marriage and the birth of five children to only briefly interrupt her career as a box-minder; the responsibility for minding, feeding and generally bringing up the four youngest fell on the oldest boy, John.


In characteristically bravura fashion, John Sutcliffe would boast in later years about how he’d conned his way into the village school at the age of three by telling a local farmer’s daughter that his mother had said she was to take him: ‘I were bored. I were fed up being up there on me own all day. I used to see the kids, all considerably older than me of course, trotting off to school of a morning, laughing and carrying on, and it seemed real. So eventually, off me own bat one day, I just followed them. And I went to school ever after.’


It is a fact, nevertheless, that this conveniently freed his mother to go on earning the money of which she was to become more and more fond. Although he held down a decent job as a textile ‘designer’ – really a sort of night foreman – in a mill in Shipley, her husband had never capitalised on the grammar school education that his scholarship had won him. And, unlike both husband and son, she couldn’t wait to swap the moorland cottage for a modern home with the latest in modern amenities.


This finally happened in the late 1920s when the Sutcliffes were among the first to move into a terrace of semis whose leaded lights and dainty porches stood in marked contrast to the scenery in which it had been set down: the U-shape of Rylands Avenue seemed to have been branded on to the otherwise unspoiled Gilstead hillside as baldly as it might have been on to the haunch of a cow.


John Sutcliffe continued to make the two-way hike to his old school in Eldwick every day until the age of eleven, when he transferred to the ‘Modern’ school down in the town. At the beginning he was regarded as a bit of a ‘country cousin’ by the other pupils, who had nearly all grown up surrounded by the sound of clogs on flagstones and the whoop of factory whistles. But an outgoing nature, combined with a fairly strapping build, quickly won him friends. He was a natural at all sports, especially football and cricket, and first choice for all school-and, later, town-teams.


He also showed some talent for acting, particularly comedy, and had played ‘Idle Jack’ in Dick Whittington and ‘Buttons’ in Cinderella with amateurs at the Victoria Hall, Saltaire, as well as Wackford Squeers in a school production of Nicholas Nickleby, by the time he was fifteen.


His mother, however, had little time for such frivolities, and preferred to see him delivering papers to her far-flung neighbours morning and night and at weekends: if he begged hard enough she might sometimes give him the odd sixpence back out of his 4/6 weekly wage.


There was no question of him staying on at school past the age of fourteen even if he had been able to: his mother wanted him out earning, which he took to be no more than her due: ‘She weren’t really concerned where I worked so long as I was bringing in a wage. Which was natural. She’d spent her life working hard to give us a decent home to live in, and she wanted some contribution back. By gum she got it as well. She med sure of that. Oh yes.’


Ivy Sutcliffe exercised an equally tight control over the wage packet brought home by her husband, Arthur. The move to Gilstead had coincided with a downturn in the textile industry that saw Arthur Sutcliffe in a new job. He’d go back into textiles much later in life, in his fifties, but for twenty years he’d work for the Co-operative Wholesale Society in Bingley, as the door-to-door collector for their credit club.


Unlike his wife, who’d be remembered as ‘fat’ and ‘slobby’, Arthur Sutcliffe was a dapper little man with a love of dancing which, together with the miles he was obliged to walk (later cycle) every day, kept him looking fit and healthy.


He was a member of the choir at St Wilfrid’s, Gilstead, and when his oldest son, John, started accompanying him at the age of seven, it set the seal on what was to be a lifelong friendship. Mrs Sutcliffe was a notable non-attender at St Wilfrid’s, and she started turning up less and less at the popular Saturday night dances at the Princess Hall. Her husband, however, was always there as, indeed, he had to be, in his semi-official capacity.


Princess Hall was a swimming baths during the summer, but in the winter months the pool was boarded over for dancing to the likes of Bert Bentley and his Astorians. As a steward it was Arthur Sutcliffe’s job to see that the floor was completely cleared between numbers, a task he performed with great efficiency and, as many of those present couldn’t help noticing, not a little relish.


John Sutcliffe, though, who had inherited his love of ballroom dancing, was always pleased to have him pointed out as his father.


And there would be plenty of other occasions on which he’d be proud to say that he was Arthur Sutcliffe’s lad. One of them was the day they padded up and walked out on to a cricket pitch together for the first time.


‘Our mill’s getting a team up to play Harrison’s printers. Will you mek one in wi’ us, we’re a bit short-handed?’ Arthur said to John Sutcliffe one day, which surprised him because, by then, his father was already well into his fifties. But of course he agreed, and he was never to forget it.


‘It were one of these twenty-over-aside games, where you hit out at almost everything: I mean, I laid about me and got forty-odd – I was caught on the boundary. But not me dad. He didn’t show a lot of shots but, purely from memory, hit everything in the middle of the bat, right correctly, so the ball just dropped dead on the wicket in front of him. “Coom on!” he’d say, and we were off like hell, snatching singles. We played quite a few games that year with that mill side of his, and we had some right good times.’


It was the kind of relationship John Sutcliffe had always imagined having with his own sons, should he be lucky enough ever to have any.
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John Sutcliffe’s first thought when he heard his wife was pregnant was that he hoped it would be a boy: he knew it was the done thing to put on a big act about not caring about what a baby’s sex might be, but he did care and it never occurred to him to pretend that he didn’t. It might not matter all that much to a woman what she gets, he argued, but, deep down, every man wants his first to be a son: ‘They pretend to be delighted when it’s a girl, but they’d have been much more delighted if it had been a boy, the first one. It’s the sort of thing that fellers do.’


John Sutcliffe had finally married Kathleen Coonan in March 1945, a year before finishing his wartime service in the Merchant Navy, while he was home on a month’s leave. He was twenty-three, she was two years older, and they had been engaged since the very early days of the war. When it actually came down to tying the knot, however, he would always tell himself afterwards that it had been a very close-run thing: the home-town girl and Bingley versus an itinerant theatrical career.


He’d had a not particularly hectic war, stationed for the most part in Gibraltar, where he was one of the backbones of a garrison concert party which performed for and broadcast to the troops, usually in support of professional entertainers who had been sent out by ENSA: he was particularly impressed by Sir John Gielgud, who arrived wearing a dinner jacket one time to deliver well-known speeches from Shakespeare.


For his own part, John Sutcliffe prided himself on being a good all-rounder: he could do a bit of singing, or play the harmonica a bit if they wanted it, or recite monologues – ‘Albert and the Lion’, ‘Nelson Gets His Eye Back’, that sort of thing.


It was enough to bring him to the attention of ENSA’s permanent organiser on the island, who suggested that he might be able to get Sutcliffe a start on the boards should he ever think about taking it up professionally. He did think about it but decided that, all things considered, his responsibilities lay elsewhere. He had a girl at home who’d spent years waiting for him faithfully, and it wouldn’t have been fair to suddenly kick the whole job into touch.


Apart from the fact that he had a wife of just over a year whom he had never lived with but who was already seven months pregnant, John Sutcliffe picked up the strings of his life pretty much as he had left them, when he came home from the navy for good in April 1946.


His first job when he left school at fourteen had been in a joinery, but he’d given that up after only a few weeks because something else had come his way that he really wanted. He’d started as an apprentice at the Co-Op bakery in Bingley and had stayed there quite happily until his call-up five years later. And, now that the war was over, he walked straight back into his old job.


He was also lucky when it came to finding somewhere to live. Unlike most young couples who were having to fall back on the goodwill of in-laws and parents, he was able to rent a little place for not much money from a man in the office at work.


It was a stone cottage built into the hillside on Ferncliffe Road, one of the steepest inclines out of Bingley town centre and the western boundary of what only ten years earlier had been allotments and hen-runs but was now the nucleus of a sprawling council estate.


Every penny John Sutcliffe had earned during his years in the Merchant Navy had gone straight to his mother; and his mother being what she was, he’d neither received, nor expected, anything – not a chair or a secondhand carpet – in return. With the little they had, though, and with help from the Coonans, Kathleen’s family, they did everything they could to make the place habitable in the two months before the baby was born.


On the morning of Saturday, 2 June 1946, Mr Winston Churchill opened the victory celebrations at Woodford in Essex with the exhortation that ‘It is a poor heart that never rejoices.’ And 200 miles away in Bingley in the West Riding, Kathleen Sutcliffe went into labour at 10.00 a.m.


Although she’d wanted to, she had decided, on the advice of her doctor, not to have her first baby at home. And, by the time John Sutcliffe got back from phoning for a taxi, he found her with her coat buttoned and her case packed, ready to go.


‘Norman Ray’s’, which is how everybody still thought of Bingley and Shipley Maternity Hospital even though Mr Ray, a former owner, had long gone, was still in the early throes of nationalisation in the summer of 1946; and an unpleasant atmosphere, underscored by reams of unreasonable rules and restrictions, was the matron’s way of communicating her displeasure to the patients.


John Sutcliffe very quickly got the message that his presence would not be required and, having seen his wife installed safely in a bed, wandered off to look for some way of occupying his time. Normally on a Saturday he would have been playing cricket, but he’d felt obliged to scratch from that. So, back in Bingley, he threw himself into helping his father’s youngest brother, Harry, strip the walls in the back room of his greengrocer’s shop.


He stopped to call the hospital at 4.00, when there was no news, and once more at 7.00, when there was still nothing. When he rang again at 10.30, though, he was told that he was the father of a son who had been born about two hours earlier: visiting would be allowed the following afternoon.


It was a short walk from the telephone box up at Gilstead that he was standing in to Rylands Avenue where his parents still lived. They seemed mildly diverted by the news of their first grandchild but really more interested in what was on the wireless; no celebratory drink was forthcoming because they kept no drink in the house. John Sutcliffe decided he might as well stay the night.


He was the only visitor at ‘Norman Ray’s’ on the Sunday afternoon because he had arranged it that way: he’d told Kathleen’s mother and her sister, Mary, that they could go in and see her on their own in the evening.


He had been advised that the baby was small, only five pounds, but he was still unprepared for the scrap of life that he was only allowed to look at through a glass screen. This wasn’t because his son was in danger or in any way ill, but just another of the matron’s rules: no father was allowed to so much as touch his baby in the first few days, and babies were only taken to their mothers for feeding.


Peter Sutcliffe would be ten or eleven days old before his father picked him up; and when he did, set against his own big hands and powerful forearms, he seemed even tinier. There was a saying, though: ‘They’ve got all the world to grow in,’ and John Sutcliffe was encouraged by the doctors to believe it. He was also reassured on the pronounced egg-shape that characterised the lefthand side of his son’s skull: it would even out to nothing in time, they said, but Mr Sutcliffe kept an eye on it over the years and it never seemed to; it just disappeared gradually under Peter’s coarse second-growth hair.


Kathleen Sutcliffe, meanwhile, a conscientious Catholic who had given him the name ‘Peter’, and had it formally registered while still at ‘Norman Ray’s’, under another hospital rule (her husband had contributed ‘William’, his own second name), was exercised by only one thing: she’d felt perfectly fit within a couple of days of the baby’s delivery, yet her confinement seemed to be never-ending.


She had been in the hospital fifteen days when the Sunday finally rolled round for her husband to collect her. Instead of going straight home, though, the taxi dropped them first at the terraced house where Kathleen’s mother lived with her older daughter, behind Dubb Lane Mills in the centre of Bingley. An aunt and uncle and two or three cousins lived in the next street over from where Kathleen herself had been brought up, and they were all there waiting to greet the new addition to the family. The baby, not unnaturally, was the cause of many loud and sustained expressions of concern and a lot of faffing and fussing that John Sutcliffe put down to it being a mainly female company. ‘Women,’ he thought, watching them all dancing attendance on his son.
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With her abundant black hair and striking good looks, Kathleen Coonan was thought of as something of a ‘catch’ locally: she had been able to take her pick of the young men queueing up to partner her at the dances that were then almost a nightly event in the church and village halls and mechanics’ institutes all over the district.


She was in munitions, working at a bullet factory, when she started courting John Sutcliffe from Gilstead, and they made a handsome couple. They became engaged in 1941 before he left to join the Merchant Navy, and were married four years later.


It was a white wedding, conducted by a formidable old priest called Father Hawkswell at St Joseph’s, Bingley. There was a reception at Bingley St John’s Ambulance Hall, to which Arthur Sutcliffe, the groom’s father, had become attached in a voluntary, but smartly uniformed, capacity. And there was even time for a week’s honeymoon in a boarding house in Morecambe which coincided with the armistice being declared and the slow return to ‘normality’.


‘I’d be a wealthy woman today if my grandfather hadn’t killed himself,’ a mature Kathleen Sutcliffe, wearied by the constant struggle to feed a growing family or by the prospect of another night’s office-cleaning, would sometimes tell her children. And her mother, who spent the last years of her life living with them, would once again reminisce about the posh pony-and-traps they used to go to church in when she was a girl growing up in Devon.


All that had disappeared with the crash of the porcelain and ironmongery business which her father had painstakingly built up in Dawlish. He’d ended up on the road as a travelling salesman and, in these reduced circumstances, had somehow found himself with his wife and children in the attractive and thriving woollen town of Bingley. Here, having made modest provision for his family, he very soon did away with himself in the canal that ran conveniently close to their new home.


Perhaps as a result of the upheavals and traumas that thrust her prematurely into adulthood, Lottie, his eldest daughter, remained unmarried long enough for her to be written off as an ‘old maid’. She was thirty when she married Thomas Coonan, a Connemara man whose route to Bingley had been as unpredictable as her own.


Coonan, a textile worker, was a staunch Roman Catholic, and his wife became an enthusiastic and lifelong convert. Their three children would all be educated at St Joseph’s, the catholic school in Bingley, but, unhappily, Coonan didn’t live long enough to see it: he died after they’d been married for only seven years.


Nevertheless, with the Church as a support, Mrs Coonan dedicated herself to bringing the children up singlehandedly with, it was generally recognised, creditable results. The two girls in particular, Kathleen and Mary, always gave the impression of being ‘quiet’ and ‘refined’, ‘good Catholics’ who attended mass regularly and were always well turned-out.


Pressure had been intermittently brought to bear on John Sutcliffe in the months and years leading up to his marriage to embrace the Roman Catholic faith, and the subject would go on being brought up regularly in the first few years of his life with Kathleen. But the suggestion was always firmly resisted, even mildly resented. He was C. of E. He’d been born C. of E. and he intended to stay that way: it was beyond him why one Church should always be after stealing converts from another.


A religion that totally banned contraception, however, very quickly made its presence felt in his life: following his first spell of leave after the wedding, his wife had written to say that she was pregnant.
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Within a few months of Peter being born in June 1946, Kathleen Sutcliffe discovered that she was expecting a second baby. It was news which, given his often-stated intention of having a large family, should have delighted her husband.


John Sutcliffe was always a great advocate of the ‘old-fashioned’ virtues of family life, regardless of the fact that, as he liked to point out, in his case his wife’s religious convictions made such an old-fashioned family almost inevitable. ‘To me, to live a life and not have children,’ he’d say, ‘would mean that that life had been nothing. After all, aren’t children and a family worth more than money? I mean, there must be very, very wealthy folk who can’t have any family who’d willingly forgo all the wealth they’ve got just to have a family – an actual family – of their own.’


Any pleasure he felt at the news of the new arrival, however, was seriously qualified by the state of his own health. Thanks to his sporting pursuits and a naturally sturdy constitution, John Sutcliffe had hardly known a day’s real illness in his life. But within weeks of coming home from the war and setting up house with Kathleen in the cottage on Ferncliffe, his health started to deteriorate alarmingly. Even casual acquaintances commented on the change.


In the eight months from his demob in April 1946 to the end of the year, his weight dropped from over fourteen stone to just nine stone six and there seemed to be no way of calling a halt. The pounds were dropping off him visibly; he’d come home from work so weak he could hardly stand; in the morning it was as though he was putting on another man’s clothes. And what made it all the more worrying was that nobody, including his own doctor and the doctors at the hospital, could give him any clue as to why it was.


Finally, in desperation, he gave up his job. And, miraculously, it worked. He’d worked in the bakery with no apparent ill effects for five years before the war, but now, as soon as he left, his skeletal frame once again started to flesh out. By the time their second son was born in September 1947, he was back up to around twelve and a half stone.


Just as his sickly self had seemed to find its echo in Peter, who at fifteen months still looked at least six months younger, so his renewed sense of well-being seemed to be reflected back at him from Thomas Arthur, named after his two grandfathers. The new baby was plump in all the places the first one was hollow; he was as pink as the first one had been rickety and pale.


And then, as mysteriously as Peter Sutcliffe had hung on and survived, Thomas Arthur Sutcliffe was dead. Born at home, as all the succeeding Sutcliffe children would be, he’d started refusing food when he was three days old and had finally been rushed to hospital in a taxi by his father. Three hours later a policeman was sent round to tell them that he had died. The undertaker took a small coffin to the hospital the following day and the baby was buried without ceremony in a common grave.


By the time Peter was brought home from his grandmother Coonan’s where he’d been staying, it was all over. His mother was pregnant within four months with his sister, Anne, but for the time being he had her all to himself again. It seemed to John Sutcliffe impossible that they could but, in the following months, mother and son seemed to grow even closer. It was a relationship that, as it developed, increasingly unsettled him.


Everybody was always very gentle with Peter because he was so much on the ‘weak and weedy’ side and always so sensitive; and, at least in the first eighteen months, this included his father, who of course understood that it wasn’t the lad’s fault that he’d been born that way out. It used to amuse him at first, some of the queer ways he had of going on – such as the habit he developed of shuffling round the house on his bottom with one leg stuck out in front of him and the other dragging underneath. He was a good talker but, because of his tiny little ankles which hardly seemed up to bearing the weight, very slow to walk.


Thinking that they might get him on his feet, John Sutcliffe went out and bought Peter a pair of lace-up leather boots, specially reinforced over the instep and ankles, when he was about a year and a half. And they seemed to do the trick. Instead of shuffling, his mother encouraged him to toddle round the house with her, holding on to her skirts. The trouble was, once he was walking, he wouldn’t let go.


Whatever room in the house she was in, and whatever the time of day, he was with her, clutching on to her clothes. She only had to make as if to get out of a chair and he’d be there attaching himself to her dress, his face half buried in the folds. And it went on not just for weeks or months, but for years.


There was another boy the same age who lived only a couple of doors down the row, but Peter would never go out and play. He hardly ventured outside on his own at all, in fact, preferring to stay quietly indoors with a game or a book or, quite simply, dog the footsteps of his mother. As somebody who had very quickly carved out an independent existence for himself on the hills and moors that still swept down to his back door, John Sutcliffe found this very peculiar.


‘I would set off across those fields on me own when I was only a couple of years old, and walk as far as me legs would carry me on nice days, then sit down, have a rest and come back again. I knew every inch of those fields up there when I was a kid,’ he’d tell his son encouragingly, but to no avail. Peter never became the sort of lad who’d jump up from the tea-table and be off messing about. He’d just have his tea, go into the front room, open a comic and read or listen to the wireless.


‘On a nice evening they should want to be out. It should take you all your time to get them in when it’s time for bed and the sun’s shining and all the other kids are playing out. It’s part of a child’s life to be like that,’ he’d say to Kathleen and she’d agree, but next time he came home there’d be Peter still hanging on to her skirts.


The best way to cure this chronic shyness, they decided, was to put him in a situation where he’d be forced to mix. It had been agreed between them long before they were married that the children would be brought up Catholics, and Peter had been going to St Joseph’s on Sunday mornings with his mother since being able to walk. ‘The Sacred Heart’, as it was better known, was a small, moss-encrusted Victorian building, as plain inside and out as the back-to-backs by which it was surrounded and not 200 yards away from where the Sutcliffes lived. The infants’ school adjoining the stone church was long and low and equally utilitarian and, it was felt, was the perfect place for Peter to be brought face to face with the outside world.


Surprisingly, although he was barely four and had led such a sheltered existence, he went off to school on his first day without a murmur and would never be known to complain, even though his skinny legs were an obvious and, as it proved, irresistible target for the mockers. It was a passivity that was to characterise his whole school career, so that at the end of it very few teachers, head-teachers or priests attached to his schools would be able to associate the name with a face.


Several of his classmates at the Sacred Heart, as the sons and daughters of Eastern European and Italian refugees still struggling to establish a foothold in their new country, had far greater reason to feel out of place. But at playtimes in the schoolyard, it was Peter Sutcliffe who was taken for the ‘foreigner’. Where the other children were noisy and boisterous and unselfconscious in each other’s company, he seemed unapproachable and withdrawn. He’d never voluntarily get involved in the ordinary rough-and-tumble or take part in any games, preferring to stand in the corner formed by a heavy stone buttress and one of the school walls, observing but unobserved.


This was where his father would invariably find him in the afternoons, whenever he wandered down to check on how much school life was achieving its objective of bringing him on a bit. ‘Pete!’ he’d call out to him over the damp black wall that just about came up to his waist. ‘Peter! Why are you just stood there, lad?’ Although of course he knew: he was still no size at all and the other kids were just too rough for him. It would all be different, though, once he got a few years on his back; then he’d soon shape up. As he’d tell him sometimes in an effort to gee him up.


For instance, there’d been this lad at his own school, Jack Ratcliffe, a walking matchstick-man until he’d gone into the army, gangly and skinny and not over-tall, a right weed. But what a size he was by the time he came out; fifteen and a half stone and an all-in wrestler: ‘I could’ve eaten him for breakfast when I were at school. Later on though, he would’ve made mince-meat out of me.’


By the age of five Peter still hadn’t got out of the habit of clinging limpet-like to his mother’s hems. And even when he was seven his father would look out of the window and see him and his mother and, usually, another woman coming up the road from school: the other woman’s children would be walking by her side, casually holding her hands; Peter, though, would be largely invisible in the camouflage of his mother’s skirts.


Shortly before they were due to take possession of their first council house, however, Kathleen had presented him with another son, and this one had inherited his father’s name. Michael John Sutcliffe was born on 6 September 1950. Anne was just two; Peter was in his first term at school.
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Although it was old and cramped and totally lacking in what were coming to be regarded as the basic modern amenities, John and Kathleen Sutcliffe had both been happy in their first home. The way it had been built, on a narrow terrace hacked out of the dirt of the hillside, meant that the back walls were constantly damp, but ‘little inconveniences’ like this didn’t particularly bother them: the previous tenants had put some floorboards up to provide an extra layer which largely prevented the wet coming through the wallpaper.


Besides which it was handy for the new shops that had been built for the people on the expanding Ferncliffe estate, as well as for the shops in town and Peter’s school; and Kathleen’s mother and sister lived just a few minutes’ walk away at the bottom of the hill. Mrs Coonan was always ready and willing to help out when she was needed or to babysit on the rare occasions that John and Kathleen went out together on a Saturday night.


But it was John’s mother who, on one of her almost unheard of visits, decided that the cottage was no place to bring up a young family. She made it her business to go and see the man in charge of housing at the Town Hall and, within months, they found that they had been assigned a new house on the other side of the valley, in Cottingley. This turned out to be a mixed blessing.


Neither John nor Kathleen had been aware up to that point that there were such things as council schemes for rehousing people, let alone how to qualify for one. So they were as much bemused as thrilled by the brand new, three-bedroomed semidetached with outside and inside toilet that they found themselves moving into at the end of 1950.


Tacked on to the hills that rise like walls from the west bank of the river Aire, Cottingley was one of the last rural outposts of the area covered by Bingley Urban District Council: the new council estate, which was as foreign to the natural environment as most of the people selected to live on it, petered out eventually to reveal a panoramic view of the ‘select’ northern suburbs of Bradford, held at bay only by wild tracts of moor.


From Manor Road, which was to be the Sutcliffes’ home for the next eight years, the scenery offered nothing but open fields interrupted by a few scattered farms. There was a working-men’s club, a butcher’s and a small post office-cum-general dealer. The shops and Bingley were near enough to be easily accessible in theory, but theory hadn’t taken into account the lack of public transport, the climate and the back-breaking hills.


Because of its exposed position on the ‘wrong’ side of the valley, Cottingley was wide open to whatever weather happened to be coming down from the Dales. And, even in summer, one ingredient of this weather was usually a biting westerly wind – ‘as salt as if it came straight from the middle of the Atlantic’ as J. B. Priestley once wrote. Cottingley was consequently a landscape populated by huddled figures in constant battle against a down-draught which was either preventing them from getting home or blowing them there faster than they wanted to go.


The impact of their new surroundings on the Sutcliffe family was immediate: Peter started to be taken to, and brought home from, the Sacred Heart every day in a taxi, for which the local authority footed the bill; and his father was much less often in the house.


After leaving the Co-op bakery on account of his health, John Sutcliffe had been taken on as a weaver in a mill on the far side of Bingley from where he now lived; and most of his interests outside work tended to keep him in or around the town.


His wasting illness had at first left him too weak to play his usual full part in Bingley’s sporting life. But two of the men he worked alongside at the mill were keen enough body-builders to have started a small club in a garden shed behind one of their homes. They also kept a set of weights at work which they trained on during break time when they were on night shift, and John Sutcliffe didn’t take much encouraging to join in. He was gradually able to restore the balance between his body-weight and his strength by firming his muscles up again.


Working nights, as he mostly did, meant that he couldn’t always make the twice-weekly training sessions with the Bingley Town team with whom he played football at weekends in the Bradford Amateur League. But he compensated for that by turning out on Wednesdays with various ‘half-holiday’ teams. He never had any difficulty getting a game and, in fact, was thought by many at the time to be good enough to turn professional; there are still those who believe he could have made an England-class goalkeeper.


Equally, in the summer months, he was in great demand as an opening batsman. He played for three different clubs in his first five years home from the navy and, even in late middle-age, was still in a position to be able to pick and choose.


Bingley Musical Union, the all-male choral society, also occupied a great deal of his time. As well as rehearsals on Monday nights in an upstairs room at the Fleece or the Ferrands Arms, and concert performances around the locality, there were social evenings (including a Ladies’ Night once a year when members could bring their wives) and ‘mystery tours’ out into the surrounding countryside: unsuspecting drinkers at places like the Commercial Hotel, Cockhill Moors, would be regaled with full-blooded versions of sentimental favourites like ‘Shenandoah’ and ‘The Little Drummer Boy’, and the choir would then sing their way home in the dark.


He allowed his interest in the legitimate theatre to lapse for some years after the war but then was drawn back into it in the mid-fifties by a cricketing pal whose wife harboured theatrical ambitions such as he had once known.


‘Operas, musical comedies, farces, dramas, the place hums with them. Every second typist is an ingenue lead somewhere, every other cashier a heavy father or comedian … The local papers print whole pages of amateur stage photographs. Nearly every organisation appears to run a dramatic society as an offshoot … There are soubrettes and tragedians in all the shops. The very factories produce their own reviews and pantomimes. All the town’s a stage …’, Priestley wrote of the Bradford of the 1930s, at the height of the Depression. And, twenty years later, John Sutcliffe was among those helping to keep the tradition alive.


Idle and Thackley Amateur Dramatic Society was the first to harness his talents: he’d bicycle to Fisher’s Mill, where rehearsals were held in the canteen two nights a week, straight from work. His services were also called on by another amateur group in Shipley, whose productions frequently overlapped with theirs. And, when word eventually got back to Bingley about his appearances in other towns, he was recruited for the Amateur Operatic Society there.


He was never given any of the principal leads which, he realised before he ever joined, were subject to a ‘closed-shop’: Jack Bailey, a local businessman, and Audrey Whitwham, the daughter of the tobacconist in Main Street, always had first claim on the best parts. But he wasn’t in it for the glory, as he often commented, but for the fun.


He’d be given a taste of what life might have been like occasionally when a production transferred to the Bradford ‘Alhambra’ for a week’s run. He appeared there with the Bingley Amateur Operatic Society in Oklahoma in 1960 when the audience included Kathleen and a family that now numbered five: Peter, at fourteen, was the oldest; Jane was the youngest at four. Maureen, who was eight at the time, was thrilled to hear two women in the row behind them single out the ‘gorgeous man’ who was her father for special praise.


On top of all this he never stopped being a member of the choir at St Wilfrid’s, Gilstead, where he had started with his father as a boy. Even after the move away to Cottingley, he continued to cross the valley twice a day for the Sunday services, with a lunchtime session at the Fisherman or the Ferrands to slake his thirst in between.


Kathleen’s attendances at the Sacred Heart, however, gradually started to fall away. The children were always sent but, with the breakfasts to make, the house to clean and the Sunday lunch to cook, the slog from Cottingley, involving steep hills in both directions, became too much. ‘Then in the evening, by the time she’s seen to all the teas and everything, it’s probably too late for church,’ as her husband always patiently explained.


From the smart ‘looker’ of her youth, Kathleen Sutcliffe had slipped imperceptibly into the cosier role expected of a woman of her age and class. ‘Warm’ and ‘kind-hearted’ were the epithets now applied to a woman on whom the birth of six children in ten years (she was never to forget ‘our Tommy’, the baby who died) was beginning to take its toll. Part of what made her such a ‘good mother’, though, was the way she hardly ever complained; she gave every appearance of being quite content to live in her husband’s shadow.


Months of constant night shift, which was slightly more rumunerative than working days, together with an active social life, meant that John Sutcliffe didn’t see as much of his family as he might have while they were young: he was never around enough for his presence to become taken for granted. When he was in the house, however, his children were left in no doubt at all who was master: he brooked no contradiction, and his word was law.


On the rare occasions when they did go out together as a family it was usually by coach to a cricket ground in one of the northern counties, to watch John Sutcliffe play. Unlike the sons of his father’s team-mates, however, Peter never used to pay much attention to the game; he’d invariably disappear with his mother to go for a walk around the shops. ‘To him, it’s just a crowd of idiots banging a ball about with a piece of wood,’ John Sutcliffe would later explain, a bit shamefacedly, to his pals.


When Peter was ten and coming up to leaving his junior school, his father made a last-ditch effort to cure him of this aversion to sport. He made a leather football and a football strip his main present that Christmas and, on the first fine day of the holidays, decided it was time he tried it on. There was a pitch straight across from their house in Manor Road, so they were perfectly placed.


‘Coom on lad, get your football gear out,’ he said, trying to drag him away from his comic. ‘I’ll go over and have a game wi’ yi.’ Which brought the expected response: ‘Oh it’s too cold … I’m not bothered … I don’t want …’ Until his father came close to losing his temper in the end. ‘There’s no point having a football and a new set of gear if you’re not going to use it. So, come on. Frame yerself.’


He started off by demonstrating how to dribble the ball and follow it and keep it under control, running up the pitch in his own well-dubbined brown boots, shouting instructions as he went. Then it was Peter’s turn.


‘Well, he took to that ball as if he’d been born wi’ one tied to his toe,’ John Sutcliffe would say when retailing the story in the years to come. ‘He took it the full length of the field, no bother. Never lost control. So I says, “Right, let’s go back now.” So he dribbled it right back again the full length of the field, and kept it under control all the way. So I thought, Well, he’s a bloody natural. I thought: He’s going to enjoy this.’


Back in the house, though, Peter took the strip off and never put it on again. A couple of years later his mother gave it to a boy in the same street who was interested in football and regularly watched Mr Sutcliffe taking part in matches that his son, in the house only fifty yards away, studiously ignored.


Peter Sutcliffe’s embarrassment about anything to do with his body, pronounced throughout his youth, became particularly acute in the summer when, streaming with hay fever, he had to accompany his family on holiday.


For the last thirty years of his life John Sutcliffe’s father kept a caravan at Arnside, a small, rather genteel, coastal resort on the southern edge of the Lake District, about a two-hour drive from Bingley. He used it all year round as a refuge from his wife, with whom relations had grown more and more strained as they’d grown older. But in summer, his children took it in turns to stay there with their families.


The Barbers, the owners of the site at New Barns Farm, had gone to great pains to ensure that it wasn’t a blot on the landscape: the caravans had been distributed throughout a wood in a way that guaranteed privacy for their occupants and an unpolluted view from the far side of the river estuary into whose waters the Barbers’ land eventually disappeared. Many of the owners had erected rustic fences with lychgates around their mobile homes, whose names – ‘Haven’, ‘The Hollies’ – were spelled out in poker-work over the doors.


John Sutcliffe and his family were unusual in that they arrived from the station on foot, after a considerable route-march, whereas most of those staying at New Barns owned their own cars. But, once they were unpacked, they quickly made themselves at home.


The Sutcliffe caravan was parked in a good spot, on the edge of ‘White Creek’, a pebbled beach in a small bay sheltered by the surrounding hills. And John Sutcliffe never lost any time in stripping down to the trunks or army-surplus shorts that were his uniform for as long as the weather held up. He’d wade across to Grange-over-Sands at low tide, bringing back flatfish that he’d located with his feet, and was hardly out of the water. But, self-conscious as he was about a body that he knew to be weak and skinny, Peter could hardly ever be lured in.


Even on the hottest day, when the river was alive with noise and splashing and the beach littered with towels, Peter was reluctant to take so much as his shirt off and often, in fact, wasn’t anywhere to be found.




*





‘The wind always blows strongest on the tallest tree’ is the maxim by which the show-jumper Harvey Smith, who was born in Bingley and now owns much of the town’s outer fringe, has always claimed to live his life, but he is not loved for it locally. Bingley people like their trees, if not quite felled, then at all times ruthlessly cut back. Which is where John Sutcliffe first fell foul of that part of the community in which he lived.


On his regular visits to the holiday caravan, Arthur, John Sutcliffe’s  father, was seldom alone: Jack Hawkes, a man who worked with John in Bingley and was himself a frequent visitor to Arnside, had spotted him in the company of various ‘ladyfriends’ and, back home, the word had slowly got around about Arthur Sutcliffe’s ‘passion wagon’. But eyebrows were also starting to be raised at the behaviour of his oldest son, who was seen to be a regular caller at the home of a single professional woman in Cottingley, and seemed increasingly to believe he was the small-town version of his famous namesake, Herbert Sutcliffe, the great Yorkshire and England opening batsman who had a reputation for dousing his flannels in eau de cologne before going out to play.


Not content with having his name in the paper every other week in connection with the Musical Union or the operatics or the cricket, he was forever getting up at Cottingley Working Men’s Club to perform one of the ‘turns’ he’d perfected in the Forces. He also contrived to have the most colourful front garden in Manor Road.


Getting up one morning to find what he considered a ‘superb display’ of tulips – different colours in all four corners and a big centre-piece made up of diagonal black and white blooms – half-flattened and half-stolen, helped nudge John Sutcliffe towards the decision to try and leave Cottingley and return to ‘his’ side of the valley.
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The teachers at St Joseph’s R.C. Infants and Juniors were the envy of their colleagues at other schools in Bingley: whenever they encountered them at the swimming baths or anywhere else in public, the Catholic children, it was noted, were always ‘immaculately behaved’, and Peter Sutcliffe was no exception.


As a ten-year-old he looked very like the boy in the peaked cap featured in Bradford and Bingley Building Society newspaper advertisements under the headline ‘His future is in your hands’; but, apart from a quiet smile and a constant ‘yonderly’ look, there was nothing about him that made him stand out.


Academically, too, he was undistinguished, routinely bringing home respectable but far from glowing reports. His father, though, who only ever seemed to see him with his nose stuck in a paper or a book, thought that he must do well at the 11-Plus and, when he didn’t, took it as a more or less personal affront. The day after the results came out, he went storming up to the school.


How was it, he wanted to know of his son’s teacher, that he hadn’t passed to go to St Bede’s? Surely if anybody at the Sacred Heart was brainy enough to get through to the grammar school it was Peter? He was above average in everything except physical activities. He was always down at the children’s library with his sisters. He was extremely bright.


The answer, when it finally came, frankly astounded him. ‘Oh,’ he was told, ‘you don’t want him to go to St Bede’s, Mr Sutcliffe. You’ve got four other children. You want him out at work when he’s fifteen.’ Try as he could to disabuse her of this notion, it was her final word.


Cottingley Manor, the Roman Catholic Secondary Modern school, was a grimy, porticoed mansion surrounded by acres of playing fields at the town end of Manor Road. Which meant that, when he started there in September 1957, Peter Sutcliffe had less far to travel than many of the other pupils, who came down from the outlying villages and from as far away as Shipley and Saltaire. The inevitable territorial rivalries that resulted had always formed the basis of school gangs, and new boys always had to be careful not to find themselves caught between sides.


Although two years his junior, Anne Sutcliffe had quickly overtaken her brother in stature and established herself as his ‘protector’ while he was at the Sacred Heart. This had put paid to most of the taunts about his timidity and his skinny legs but, from the age of ten, he had been pestering his mother for a pair of long trousers to hide them in and his pleas took on a special urgency with his imminent transfer to the ‘rougher’ Secondary Modern school.


Long trousers, though, as his father kept telling him, didn’t grow on trees. If they bought him long trousers they’d have to cut at least four inches off the bottoms. He’d just have to put up with it until his legs grew long enough and then they’d buy him some grey flannels. And that was an end to it. He was to stop worrying his mother silly.


‘Blue jeans’ were one American import that hadn’t infiltrated as far as the West Riding in 1957. But Rock Around the Clock reached the Myrtle Cinema, Bingley, in August that year and the Bingley Guardian was moved to run an editorial the following week decrying the new breed of ‘delinquents’ the film had left in its wake: a gang of them ‘dressed in the silly “Teddy” clothing’ had disrupted a dance organised by Bingley Round Table at the Princess Hall, overturning and ripping up seats; ‘decent people’, it concluded, ‘must be protected from these morons who believe in nothing but their own right to do as they please in their own small-brained way.’


They were sentiments which, within a very few weeks, Peter Sutcliffe would have cause to wholeheartedly endorse. As he’d suspected, he had remained friendless at Cottingley Manor Secondary Modern, and his isolation, together with his ‘weedy’ appearance and his obvious fear, had made him an irresistible target for the aspiring ‘hard cases’ and embryo ‘Teds’. At the beginning he’d tried to handle it in his usual way, by disappearing into the walls. But that hadn’t worked and he’d been forced to take more drastic action: he stopped going to school altogether.


At the top of the Sutcliffes’ house at 79 Manor Road was a small loft or ‘underdrawing’ that was easily accessible from the landing at the head of the stairs, and Peter adopted this as his own private ‘burrow’. By standing on the bannister-top it was a simple matter to push open the wooden trap-door and hoist yourself in. And, without anybody ever suspecting anything, he did this every day for a fortnight.


Every morning he’d shout ‘good-bye’ and bang the back door the way he always did when he went to school. But instead of disappearing down the hill, he’d wait until the coast was clear and then secrete himself in the underdrawing where he’d wait patiently all day until it was time to reverse the pretence.


Lying alone in the dark he’d listen to the weather or the birds, or to the sounds of the house – his mother moving around cleaning, his father, home from the night-shift, snoring in the bedroom below. Mostly though, as he’d tell his parents later, he just slept, something for which he had an apparently boundless appetite.


Whatever day of the week it was, whatever the time of year, Peter was always the last one down. ‘That little bugger’s got to learn to get his backside off the bed in the morning,’ John would endlessly complain to Kathleen, but he never did. ‘Bad timekeeping’ would lose him job after job when he was older, and his sleeping wasn’t confined to the beginning of the day: workmates would arrive, as arranged, to go out with him for the evening, only to find themselves exchanging small talk with his mother for an hour while Peter slept soundly upstairs. Sometimes he’d ‘pass out’ for five or ten minutes more or less in mid-conversation and prove, as his father was again always complaining, the devil to wake up.


The first his parents knew of his absconding from Cottingley Manor was when a letter arrived from the headmaster asking why he hadn’t been at school for two weeks. Confronted with this, Peter’s immediate reaction, as when sensing any displeasure, was to dissolve into tears. But then he quickly owned up. The pressure the bigger lads were putting on him was too much, he said. They were at him and at him and wouldn’t leave him alone, but he knew it would get even worse if he complained. He’d taken it all until he couldn’t take it any longer and then had started hiding in the underdrawing instead. He hated that school, he said. He didn’t want to go there any more. But his father was quite firm: ‘It’s your school,’ he told him. ‘You’ve got to go.’


A long meeting with Mr Battersby, the headmaster, got the whole thing satisfactorily sorted out – at least, as far as John Sutcliffe was concerned. Although he suspected that Peter might have been occasionally bullied in the three years that he had left at Cottingley Manor, he never truanted and he never came home complaining again, which was the important thing: it marked the beginnings of ‘character’ that his wife’s ‘cossetting’ and overprotective attitude had always denied. Even so he couldn’t stop her regarding Peter as the little one who needed extra care and protection right into his early teens.


Not long after this episode, Kathleen Sutcliffe, whose fifth child, Jane, was only two and a half, found herself pregnant once again. Another baby was another reason to add to the growing list for leaving Cottingley, and at the beginning of 1959 John Sutcliffe managed a quiet word with the churchwarden at St Wilfrid’s, Gilstead, who also happened to be Chairman of Bingley U.D.C. Sutcliffe was somebody who needed a bigger house because of a growing family; he supported his local church and wanted to be nearer to it, was the basis of their special pleading, and it paid off. In June, six months before Carl was born, they crossed the valley for the second and final time and moved into a four-bedroomed pebbledash at 57 Cornwall Road.




*





Like the rest of Ferncliffe Estate ranged above it, Cornwall Road had been built on the hillside which it was now helping to obliterate in the years immediately preceding the war. Made up of uniform rows of brick-and-stucco boxes, it fell away steeply at both ends so that, whatever way it was approached on foot, it was impossible to arrive without feeling out of breath. Turn left out of the Sutcliffes’ new home and you were soon surrounded by the woods and meadows bordering the canal. Turn right and you were descending into the smoke issuing from, and blurring the outlines of, the tall mill chimneys in the centre of the town.


As an estate-dweller, John Sutcliffe found himself part of a small minority in the church choir, as in most of the other organisations to which he belonged. And, as if to prevent further incursions, St Wilfrid’s and the equally solid, equally coal-black Gilstead Wesleyan Chapel stood like twin guardians at the brow of the hill where Ferncliffe Estate ended and the old Gilstead village began. Posters hanging in Gilstead Post Office offered the visitor further clues as to what kind of community this was. ‘“Lovely Things” will be the subject of an address given to the members of the Gilstead Methodist Ladies’ Pleasant Hour by Mrs C. Walker of Keighley on Thursday,’ said the elegant cray-onned script; ‘Eldwick Ladies Choir will give a concert in aid of the British Heart Foundation at the Eldwick Memorial Hall on Friday, artists to include Doreen and Ronald Lee (vocal duo) and Gerald McCauley (tenor).’


But back down on Cornwall Road and Queensway and the Oval the signs were just as easy to read: threadbare curtains and botched windows, rusting cars jacked up on bricks, ribby dogs scavenging in the gutters, and pasty-faced, mongrel children waiting for their parents to get home.


Ferncliffe Estate was not entirely populated by the ‘rough’ working-class, however; there were many hard-working, ‘respectable’ families and John Sutcliffe instinctively placed himself at this end of the spectrum. ‘Our kids were different to the majority of them who lived round our way. They were always properly clothed and well-fed. Peter went to school in his grey blazer and grey flannels right up to the last day. They  never had to have free school-dinners or anything,’ was to be his proud boast in later years. ‘They had love and care at home. They weren’t brought up rough-and-ready. They had so much protection.’


The back garden at 57 Cornwall Road had been ruined by motorbikes belonging to the previous tenants. ‘I’d be better off digging for oil than trying to grow owt in that lot,’ was one of John Sutcliffe’s favourite jokes. So he concentrated on the front instead, growing vegetables in the borders, planting conifers in each corner, and making a putting-green on the lawn. On summer evenings he’d often be out there on his own with a putter, somewhat to the embarrassment of his older children, playing ‘clock-golf’. But then, two and a half years after returning to Gilstead, John Sutcliffe suffered a sudden fall from grace.


Jack Hawkes, a neighbour of the Sutcliffes at number 71, had always been unimpressed by the debonair face that ‘his nibs’, as he always called him, showed to the world. The two of them had once worked nights together at a mill in the old part of Bingley, and Jack Hawkes wasn’t alone in noticing that, during fine weather, John Sutcliffe never brought anything to work to eat: he’d disappear down a fire escape in the early hours to help himself to tomatoes, lettuce and whatever else was growing in the allotments that ran between the railway line and the canal.


So it came as less of a surprise to Jack Hawkes than to many when he woke up on Christmas Day 1961 to learn that John Sutcliffe had been arrested in the middle of the night and charged with burglary at a house further along the street.


‘39-year-old weaver, John William Sutcliffe, admitted stealing foodstuffs valued at 19s 7½d and was conditionally discharged for twelve months on payment of costs,’ the Bingley Guardian began its account of the magistrates’ hearing, two weeks later.




He was on his way home from a Christmas Eve party which lasted until 4.30 a.m. on Christmas Day. Some young people in another room were having a party which was just about breaking up. On hearing a light switch in the kitchen they went to investigate, just in time to see Sutcliffe, whom they recognised, making a dash for the door. Some youths chased him down the road, caught him and sent for the police. As he ran, Sutcliffe left a trail of packets of raisins, sweets etc behind him, which he had stuffed into his pockets.


He was genuinely sorry for the theft because the complainants were distant relatives of his and hitherto he had had a perfectly clean record.





Christmas Day was John Sutcliffe’s one big day of the year, when he liked to ‘impose’ himself on the kitchen and, characteristically, although it was after 8.00 a.m. when he was finally let out of the police cells, he carried on as if nothing untoward had occurred. But that year a pall inevitably hung over the proceedings.


When, on 27 December, Mr John Taylor, a retired school-caretaker living alone at 28 Cornwall Road, gassed himself and his pet cat, it set the seal on a memorably miserable Christmas.
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