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            CHAPTER ONE

            CONFERENCE (1893)

         

         As they crossed the square the town hall clock was striking nine. Once more the sun had neglected to rise over Bradford: two faint smears of light that did relieve the gloom were in quite the wrong quarters of the sky. Whenever it snowed Jim Sharp was reminded that the stone of the civic buildings was not black at all but mossy green. However lightly he stepped, the scraping of his clogs through the slush almost drowned out the words of his companion.

         Jim swung round: they were still not being followed. This was the morning of the inaugural meeting of the Independent Labour Party; the world was about to be turned upside down but nobody seemed in the least concerned. Outside the Law Courts two policemen, lighting each other’s clay pipes, did not give him a second glance. Under one arm he was carrying a large bale of soft-leaded pencils: it could have been dynamite for all they knew. He leaned a shoulder against one of the Doric Columns but it wouldn’t budge. He was no Samson: the tubby peelers could smoke on in peace.

         “There’s smallpox passing through the ward again,” Fred was saying. “Three streets a day, one house in four, like the plagues of old Egypt. The council says there’s nothing it can do but all the necessary powers are right there in the Housing of the Working Classes Act. The Liberals put things on the statute book then join the Tories in ignoring them.”

         Fred Jowett’s voice was slightly slurred, as if he was a toper, but Jim had never seen him go beyond a single half of dark mild. Fred’s 2mother came from Devonshire but although he had often sat in the Jowetts’ parlour, Jim had never heard her utter a single word.

         “Smallpox in January! It’s the privy middens. The colder it gets, the worse the smell: even after a frost the air is full of flies. The ash freezes solid so that it can’t absorb and then the dirt piles up until the streams of urine carry it down the yards right up to the back doorsteps.”

         Once Fred got on to sanitation there was no stopping him. How often Jim had wished that he would find a more elevated hobby-horse to ride! As Fred became excited his thick black hair ridged up like the hackles of an angry dog. Although the down that shadowed his upper lip gave him an adolescent look he was already silvering at the temples. Jim knew that he didn’t fuss about his appearance but he still contrived to have an almost dandyified air. He wore a baggy grey suit with a red ribbon tie that was always on the point of coming undone. Jim could actually see the thoughts and emotions passing across those pale features: it was like prising open a fob watch to reveal the cogs and wheels whirring round inside. Even so, Jim had never glimpsed the least trace of meanness, fear or calculation. He wasn’t sure whether to envy Fred or to pity him: perhaps a man without weaknesses was not really a proper man at all?

         “And all they ever say is, ‘Why can’t you turn your thoughts to higher things?’” Fred continued. It’s true what Kipling said about William Morris: that one decent primer on sanitary engineering is worth all the tomes of sacred smut ever written.” Jim took his cue. “But I thought that Kipling was a jingo while Morris is on our side.”

         “Yes,” said Fred triumphantly, “but even good Socialists can act like ninnies and even a jingo is sometimes right.”

         Jim decided not to enquire where he could obtain some of this sacred smut in order to reach a properly informed judgement.

         Before they had set out together he had wagered Fred that in crossing the city they would not see on a single face anything approaching a smile. First they had encountered, trudging from 3somewhere to somewhere else, half a dozen swaddled figures who appeared to have no mouths at all. Then there had been a skeletal woman driving before her a pack of feral children. These had teeth aplenty but no lips to speak of. Everyone was blighted: even the peelers had seemed to be disgusted by the taste of their own tobacco. Now, beneath the statue of Forster, ‘The Great Educator’, a brindled terrier was busily worrying an obviously long-dead rat. On seeing them, it dropped its trophy and danced a little jig, revealing that it was missing a foreleg, then put its ears back, opened its jaws and rolled out its scarlet tongue.

         “Nay, Fred,” said Jim, before his companion could speak, “Dogs don’t count.”

         At the bottom of Chapel Street the gates of the mills burst open and they were engulfed by a great flood of humanity. The night-workers had reached the end of their shift. Perhaps it was only to be expected that as the two men approached their appointment with History they should find that everyone else was heading in the opposite direction.

         The first wave had separated them. Jim watched Fred forging up the hill as he himself was jostled sideways. His friend’s mouth was still moving, even though he was no longer at his side. Jim was bigger and stronger but stiffer and slower and bandy-legged, the result of childhood rickets. In the event of his meeting a pig in a passageway, perfect strangers were always taking it upon themselves to inform him, it was unlikely that he would be able to stop it. Even when he was not carrying two hundred pencils he would walk, for the sake of symmetry, with his elbows pointing outwards.

         Crowds terrified him: he felt swallowed, like Jonah in the belly of the whale. There had been rumours of kidnappers who, taking advantage of the press, would roll their victims up in carpets. Surely even the clay-pipe policemen would notice gangs of roughs lugging wriggling lengths of Axminster?

         He saw that Fred had stopped and was peering through his chipped eyeglasses. Everyone found this myopia endearing rather 4than comical. It was as if he could never get your face into focus: it made Jim feel somehow blurred, not quite there. Although Fred was always talking about ‘The People’, Jim wondered if he had ever been able to see them properly. Perhaps a stronger pair of spectacles might modify his Socialism? The faces in the crowd were sullen or downright hostile: they walked in silence, save for a curious hissing sound as they drew deeply on cigarettes or pipes, like a fuse burning down to an explosion. It would be just Jim’s luck to be in the middle of them when it finally happened. Even though they were working men like himself, he still could not think of them as brothers.

         “We need to begin again,” Fred was saying when Jim, fighting for breath, finally rejoined him. “To raze Manchester Road and Longlands to the ground and build municipal terraces, wide straight streets with trees and lawns, where people can work and live with dignity. And we need new schools with proper teachers, in which every child is guaranteed at least one nutritious meal a day.”

         Sometimes Jim wondered if he secretly disliked Fred: he felt like giving him a good shaking to waken his ideas up. But this was the whole point of Socialism: unlike religion, you did not have to pretend to love everybody, merely acknowledge a mutual interest. Now, however, he felt Fred’s right arm hook through his left, with the slightest squeeze, and he looked into that open face with its strangely wavering smile, the eyes swimming behind the dusty lenses as if filled with tears. On these rare occasions when he and Fred touched, a sweet glow would spread through his body and his perpetual restlessness would ease. And so the oft-told tale of how Councillor Jowett had scuppered the Sanitation Committee, forcing them to conduct weekly inspections of every privy midden in Manningham, would suddenly seem the most fascinating thing in the world.

         More people were emerging from the side streets. There were lost children seeking their parents, ragged pickpockets pulling off their mittens and evangelicals brandishing cheap tracts but mostly they were lonely souls in search of companionship. There were no 5carpet-roll kidnappers but Jim could see looming ahead a couple of unusually tall mill-girls, also arm in arm, like a distaff mirror image. The tiny heads bobbed on their goose-like necks while their hips swung sideways and forwards at the same time. The younger one’s features were heavily pitted but smallpox scars could be an adornment to some faces. She looked to have been hewn out of sandstone: Jim imagined that his stubble might strike sparks against those cheeks. Her companion resembled a ship’s wooden figurehead, salt-stained and faded. Their chins were tilted as if they got a clearer view down their nostrils and their shawls were pulled back to display expanses of blueish throat and chest.

         Jim already knew that there would be no pairing off: they were only interested in Fred. Women liked thick hair that they could get their fingers into and they seemed to prefer little men, perhaps because they were more agile, less of a weight or, if it came to beating, less likely to do a girl serious damage.

         Fred was trying to focus but the glasses had slid to the end of his nose. It was apparent that to him the women were nothing more than a pale obstruction.

         “Excuse us, gentlemen,” he muttered as, stretching out a hand, he parted them like saloon doors. Jim caught a sweet, cider-like smell as they passed.

         “Nay, nay,” he was protesting. “They’re lasses, Fred, ladies!” – but it was too late. Looking back, he could still see the women’s faces bobbing above the crowd like backstroke swimmers on a choppy lake. They did not seem to have taken offence, however. From those black and yellow flashes, he could swear that they were actually smiling. He wasn’t going to tell Fred, though: a bet was a bet.

         Women! There really was no accounting for them. Every time he tried to raise the subject Fred would merely laugh politely as if at a joke he did not understand. Had he never noticed the women who continually sighed and brushed against him? It made no sense: if Jim had been a woman he certainly would not have fancied Fred. It was something you were born with: you either had it or you hadn’t. 6And whatever Jim did – whether he smiled or scowled, however he dressed or combed his hair – they never noticed him. Nor could he blame the rickets or the stammer: even sitting down, with his mouth shut tight, he remained utterly invisible.

         Some of the older ones in his weaving shed had showed faint signs of interest but he could tell from the bitter twist of their lips that they were considering him as a last resort. Jim had his pride: if he could not be anyone’s first choice he was damned if he would be a consolation prize, better than nowt but only just. Nor was he prepared to patiently woo through steadiness and dependability. He wanted to be desired – at first sight by a total stranger – before any financial or social considerations could enter in. He would have settled for just one of those looks that Fred attracted a dozen times a day and never noticed. He had entertained one last hope that under Socialism women might begin to feel for him what he felt for them but the movement’s few eligible spinsters had shared the prejudices of their less enlightened sisters.

         Now the masses convulsed again, clearing a path for a group of tall-hatted figures. Half a dozen under-managers were marching two steps behind their manager who in his turn remained four steps behind the mill-owner, Behrens. You could have divined their relative status by the silkiness of their hats and the length of their watch-chains. It appeared that God had given Gustav Behrens the right to move in a six-foot radius of empty space, like the prime grave plot next to his father that awaited him in Undercliffe Cemetery. In the three years since Sir Jacob’s death, blithe young Gustav had somehow aged three decades to become the spitting image of his evil papa. At least he had the courage to show his face: Soapy Sam Lister had not been seen in public since his glorious victory over the Manningham Mill Strikers.

         With their unblinking eyes and bloodless lips, their hands gripping their coat lapels and their shiny toe-caps pointing at ten to two, the men reminded Jim of bad actors – or perhaps actors who, all too well cast, had descended into caricature. Since he became a 7Socialist he saw them in a new way, with contempt and even a little pity. “Poor devils,” Fred had once commented, as the millocratic clan had rattled past in their great black and silver coach drawn by Shorts and Damages, those famous high-stepping geldings. “It must be an awful strain having to be wicked all the time.”

         They had recognised Fred. Jim saw the familiar consternation as they wondered why anyone would choose to be on what was obviously always going to be the losing side. It was common knowledge that Jowett had recently turned down the offer of a partnership in Leach’s Mill: could there possibly be something that he knew and they didn’t?

         “… And if the Liberals and Tories won’t agree to realistic taxation or fair rents” – Fred looked up, vaguely aware of another obstacle to their progress – “We shall be compelled to take the land, with or without compensation, into public ownership.” Once again his left hand, fingers spread wide, was extended in that hesitant yet peremptory gesture.

         “Excuse us, ladies.”

         The under-managers became all tangled up with each other, skittling the manager and forcing Behrens to plant one immaculate foot in the filthy suint-clogged gutter. As Jim and Fred passed through, that shockingly-wizened face, almost swallowed up by an astrakhan collar, turned even whiter than before.

         Jim was certain that Fred was unaware of what had happened. Some cynics claimed that it was all an act, intended to raise Jowett’s asking price beyond the regulation thirty pieces of silver when he finally, inevitably, allowed himself to be suborned. But Jim knew that if he told Fred, he would go back and apologise: he would rather have died than insult anyone. Such squeamishness would not do when the Day of Retribution dawned – unless a way could be found to cut Behrens’ throat without hurting his feelings.

         During the five years that he had worked with Fred, life had gradually come into focus. Fred made everything seem just as it 8should be, logical and inevitable instead of a pointless, bloody mess. Even an apparent disaster like the failed 1891 strike was merely a necessary pause for retrenchment before the steady march of Socialism was resumed. Jim recalled how his friend’s lunch had always come wrapped in the pages of the Sunday Chronicle so that instead of eating he would end up reading aloud the articles of the notorious radical Robert Blatchford. Fred had never seemed to notice when the ever-hungry apprentices filched his bread and scrape.

         Fred had been the first person to whom Jim had confided his great dream of emigrating to America: a dream that was gradually becoming a reality at the rate of sixpence a week. A new life in the New World! But Fred had just shaken his head: “Wasn’t it Goethe who, when his friend told him that he was going to America to start again, replied ‘Here is America – or nowhere!’?” What had convinced Jim were the accompanying gestures: Fred had spread his arms wide and then with clenched fist given his chest a double rap right above the heart. Jim had promptly abandoned the project but, out of sheer habit, had continued to set the money aside.

         At the mill, Jowett had risen from warp-slayer to whitening-licker and then, at the unprecedented age of nineteen, to overlooker. Everyone had suspected a cruel joke: Fred certainly had the delicate fingers for loom work but how on earth could he carry the warps up and down the steep staircases between sheds? He was a mere seven stone while each beam weighed at least twice that. But Fred had been practicing for years, building up his arms and upper body in readiness for that moment. Although the tiny form disappeared beneath its burden, the beams then proceeded, seemingly of their own volition, to fly dizzyingly around the building. It was not Fred’s outspokenness or election to the council that disturbed his enemies – it was the memory of those beams. A recent public meeting had been addressed by the sitting Liberal MP for Bradford West, Briggs Priestley, who had just talked out another feebly reformist Factory Bill. Fred had risen and silently pointed his finger at the wretched 9man who – as if a warp loom had been launched unerringly towards his head – had flinched so violently that he fell off his chair. Jim had begun to wonder whether such power was only incidentally to do with Socialism.

         At last they reached the brow of the hill and turned left into Peckover Street. Here the silent men before them kept pausing to spit or stamp the snow off their boots, while surreptitiously checking the pavement behind. Unlike Fred, they appreciated the need for discretion. Under the pulled down cloth caps were faces different from the nightworkers, displaying the even deeper tiredness of hard toil overlaid by equally hard strivings against it. One by one, after a final scan of the street, they ducked inside the Labour Institute, except for the familiar figure of Horner, the Keighley delegate who – drunk even at this hour – was throwing up against the tannery wall. Keighley was a peculiar place: even its Temperance fanatics were alcoholics.

         Despite its dilapidated facade, the Institute was a relatively recent building. Originally a Wesleyan Chapel, it had then become a Salvation Army barracks before being leased to the party at an extortionate rate, presumably making the point that although God could be bought he did not come cheap. Jim saw that the two Sugdens from Laisterdyke were manning the door: although identically squat, dark and unsmiling, they were not in fact related.

         “Comrades, Mr Sharp here is supernumerary,” announced Fred. “He will be attending to refreshments and clerical needs and restoring order should it need to be restored.” Jim thrust out his chest and tried to look fierce even though this reputation of his had been lightly come by. Although he had indeed recently ejected two lackeys of the Duke of Devonshire for disrupting a branch meeting at The Royal Oak in Shipley, the men had been, even for gamekeepers, thoroughly soused.

         The doormen’s attention, however, was focussed on a tall red-bearded Irishman in an obscenely tight russet-brown suit of 10scratchy-looking wool. Whatever could this strange Paddy have to do with Socialism? Jim wondered. Universal brotherhood was all very well but a line had to be drawn somewhere.

         “There’s only one delegate from the Fabian Society on this list,” Sugden One was saying, “and that’s a Mr De Mattos.”

         “That’s me,” said the Irishman.

         “I thought you said your name were Shaw,” said Sugden Two.

         “No,” crowed De Mattos/Shaw, “I said that my name was De Mattos, to be sure.”

         The Sugdens pointed to their list. “This mark shows that Mr De Mattos has already arrived.”

         “And that black line below is where my name’s been crossed out,” said Shaw, “Everyone knows me. I’ve been up here for three days and I’ve spoken at eight meetings already.”

         “Aye,” sighed Sugden Two. “we walked out on you at Laycock’s last night. Permeation! Permeation! Permeation! We thought you were never going to stop.”

         “But I’ve come all the way from London.” Shaw somehow contrived to bestow four syllables on the capital.

         “If coming from London had owt to do with it,” said Sugden One, “then Dan Leno, Jack The Ripper and the bloody Queen would be writ down here an’ all.”

         And so it was that on this very last step Jim lost his bet. Shaw’s smile was dazzling, like someone throwing open a canteen of cutlery. Wherever had the fellow got hold of such teeth?

         “What’s all this permeation?” Jim asked Fred, as they went inside.

         “It’s the Fabians’ great new scheme. Instead of forming our own party we join the Liberals and gradually radicalize them. As Aveling says, such a process would have to be measured in geological time.”

         “That Shaw looks like a police spy.” Jim spoke softly for the Irishman was bigger than the gamekeepers and seemed to be mad rather than drunk.

         “He’s a writer of some sort,” said Fred. “completely harmless.”11

         Once the delegates were off the street they tore away their mufflers to reveal bright red ribbon-ties: a couple even perched eye-glasses on the end of their nose. Much though Jim admired Fred, he had never thought to copy him.

         At the inner doorway, Keir Hardie was greeting each delegate in turn. He had a reputation for never forgetting a face or a name, although this was hard to confirm because everyone was ‘laddie’ or ‘lassie’ to him. Jim had to admit, though, that when those tiny black eyes locked on to his he felt that this was a man he had known and trusted all his life.

         Hardie had recently been elected Independent MP for West Ham South, although the Cockneys understood hardly a word of his broad Lanarkshire. He was wearing the same outfit that had so scandalized the House of Commons: rough tweed jacket and dogstooth check knickerbockers with a ragged purple comforter tied in a hangman’s knot and white canvas shoes. His left sleeve was rolled back to reveal the famous watch that bore the teeth marks of a pit pony from his years down the mines. Jim suspected that the soft metal casing displayed the configuration of the man’s own scanty fangs. With his matted hair and shaking hands it seemed that he had arisen from his death-bed to utter some terrible final prophesy but apparently he had always looked this way. The puffy grey lips did not move when he spoke: “There’s a problem with the pencils, laddies.” The voice was breathless, as if he had made a perilous journey across country, pursued by packs of hounds.

         The wide high-ceilinged hall was filled with long trestle tables draped with bolts of scarlet cloth. Each delegate’s place was laid with a stack of vellum flanked by two pencils. Hardie’s eagle eye had seen from the gold lettering that these had come from a notoriously anti-union firm. On Fred’s signal, Jim sent his bale of properly Socialist pencils rolling along the Executive Committee’s dais.

         “Here’s two gross, ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “But I’m afraid you’ll have to sharpen them yourselves.”12

         The sweet smell of cut wood filled the air as the hundred delegates whittled away. As Jim gathered up the rejected pencils he regretted that his own suggestion of having just one huge round conference table had been ignored. They could have told the papers that they were founding a Second Camelot. He had to admit, however, that it was difficult to imagine Hardie as being able to even lift Excalibur and harder still to see sturdy Mrs Bullock from the Women’s Labour Union as Guinevere. And Merlin and Lancelot had apparently declined to attend. There were no flagons of mead or silver wine goblets, only chipped and various jugs and carafes, brimming with well-boiled but still turbid water. Most of the delegates had followed Hardie in signing the Temperance Pledge.

         The two Sugdens had taken their places, locking the doors behind them, but Shaw could still be heard outside. Although the plain glass lancets were a full seven feet off the ground, his flat-topped head kept appearing. “Affiliated delegate!” It was wonderful how he was able to jump and shout at the same time.

         A full two-thirds of the assembly were from the northern textile areas, with half a dozen Scottish Labour Associations and a smattering of small trade unions. Only four had come from south of Birmingham. “London’s a broken reed, laddies,” Hardie was always saying. A few of the Social Democratic Federation’s Lancashire branches were represented but its inner circle – Hyndman and his anarcho-Communists – had remained in the metropolis.

         Jim recognised Ben Tillett, an old comrade from the Manningham Strike. He was Alderman Tillett now. Fred always maintained that he had a sanctified air but with his broadbrimmed black hat and long poker face he reminded Jim of the man who parts you from your money at a cock-fight. Next to him was chubby Ben Turner who was always laughing, even when no-one else could see the joke. The press had styled him ‘The most dangerous man in Britain’ – a professional agitator, moving from strike to strike, dispensing funds from bottomless bags of gold – but Ben presented himself as a simple wandering weaver and 13versifier who by chance kept fetching up in all the wrong places. Jim prayed that he would not try to read one of his dreadful poems.

         The befuddled Horner had lost his pencils. He disappeared under the table for a full two minutes before returning empty handed. The delegate from Keighley would not be taking notes. Across the aisle, Edward Aveling, Karl Marx’s son-in-law, was watching in appalled fascination. He was swarthy, with a pronounced squint and there was something horribly wrong about the way his shoulders joined his neck but he was said to be irresistible to women. The more you wondered about such things the less sense they made. Aveling’s legs were as bandy as Jim’s own.

         The warm fug of tightly-packed bodies had awakened an enormous bluebottle which began to fizz around the room. Perhaps this was the fraternal delegate from the Amalgamated Society of Dunghill Workers? Every time it passed, the normally gentle Fred flailed wildly but Jim himself did not move: his responsibility was security, not flies.

         Up on the executive table a tiny figure struggled to its feet: W. H. Drew was opening the conference. He was so shrill that you would have taken him for a woman if it had not been for his enormous soup-strainer moustache.

         “Mr Shaw has been going round town saying that this conference is premature. So we’ve decided not to waste any more of his valuable time.” Pausing, he took a violent pinch of snuff which caused his voice to drop to a bass rumble before racking back up to its usual level. “It’s not us that’s too early but him and his permeations that’s too late. The blows he thinks it will take a century to strike are already being struck.”

         As the cheers subsided, Fred rose to his feet. “Point of order, Comrade Drew. In the light of revised circumstances, I move that Delegate Shaw be readmitted to this conference.”

         “What revised circumstances?” squeaked Drew.

         “It’s snowing again.”14

         Shaw’s cries were getting fainter and his now white-capped head no longer appeared. Tellers were appointed and the hands went up. Forty-nine were for readmission and forty-six against. Scottish voices called for a recount and when the result was unchanged demanded another but the Sugdens were despatched, with obvious bad grace, to admit the permeationist.

         “Before I cede this chair to Comrade Hardie,” Drew continued, “I have been instructed to notify delegates that after the meeting you are all invited to a tea in Temperance Hall. It’ll be nowt fancy though” – his near-scream drowned out the applause – “soup and buns is all we can run to by way of a feed.”

         Shaw entered at a trot, huge boots clattering as if shod with steel. Taking his place next to De Mattos – who did not noticeably welcome him – he ignored his unsharpened Socialist pencils, producing instead from his capacious pockets a green baize notebook, ink bottle and a beautiful silver-topped pen. Then he cracked his finger-joints and looked expectantly around. He resembled Mephistopheles, ready to draw up a contract for any souls that might be going cheap. Jim was sure that he could hear a forked tail thumping upon the floorboards.
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         “For the right moment, you must wait, as Fabius did most patiently when warring against Hannibal, though many censured his delays; but when the time comes you must strike hard, as Fabius did, or your waiting will be in vain, and fruitless …”

         Without raising his eyes from the page, Philip Snowden tracked his mother’s progress around the living room. In the twenty-three months since his accident he had developed this intermediate sense, somewhere between sight and hearing. How he pitied the rest of humanity who, not being paralysed, would never even suspect the existence of such superhuman but useless powers! Mrs Snowden grasped the faded curtains, shook them violently, then let them fall. 15This made no difference to the amount of light entering the room; it was merely a habit. And now she was going to do the furniture, moving each piece a few inches to the left then back again. She was still a strong woman, pushing and pulling the worm-riddled sideboard with one arthritic hand. Philip saw, heard – no, felt – her lips slide over her teeth in a terrible smile: everything was in its proper place. And now she would polish the glass case of stuffed birds – a dingy pea-hen and a half-sawdust thrush – proudly displayed in the window to identify theirs as a Temperance house. Sometimes Philip’s rascally uncle, and landlord of The Grinning Rat, would threaten to pot them with his fowling-piece, but only when his termagant sister-in-law was out of earshot.

         It was fortunate that Mrs Snowden had a sense of humour: her God liked his little jokes. Just when the years of struggle had seemed to be over – with the girls married and Philip off to his new civil service career – Jack, her husband, newly promoted to overlooker, had dropped down dead. He had never had a single day’s illness in his life. And now Philip had come home again, bed-ridden and helpless in his prime, unable to reach the door, let alone the earth-closet half-way up the fellside. It was as if the son was dying the father’s death. The lines around her mouth and eyes had deepened and the skin tightened, turning her habitually mild expression into a sardonic mask. She had learned that no matter how bad things got, the worst was yet to come. This was not to punish your sins or test your faith: it was merely God’s little joke. Now she appeared utterly content: if she herself had been a god she would have ordered things in exactly the same way.

         He could feel her standing behind him, one hand on the doorknob, staring at the back of his head. Would she try to shave him again? He still insisted on doing it himself: as a result, his cheeks and chin were a patchwork of cuts and rusty fur and a hedge of beard ran under the jawline. Slowly he lowered the book until it touched his nose, then let the pages close around his face. The door’s hinge and his mother’s piercing laugh sounded the same resigned note.16

         Being alone was best. At first there had been a regular procession of former schoolmates, ex-colleagues, uncles and aunties, ministers and their congregations. Dutiful, well-intentioned folk, emanating sympathy and simple human kindness: every sentence they uttered was more idiotic than the one before. Even their breathing sounded stupid. Until his accident he had not been fully aware of such things.

         Last week, after two years of sick leave, the Civil Service had invalided him out with a gratuity of £31. At first they had treated him as a malingerer, then as if he had, by some unspeakable sin, brought down these tribulations on himself. Yesterday, four policemen had come to repossess his bike: they acted as if he had stolen it and they were expecting him to put up a fight.

         Philip had no idea how the accident had happened. There had been some rain and a light cross-wind, but nothing unusual. One moment he was on the bike, the next he was off. There had been no other traffic or passers-by. He had got to his feet, brushed himself down, tied a handkerchief round his barked shin, then remounted and cycled on. Still shaken, he had tried to ease down but his legs had insisted on pedalling away at their accustomed speed. That evening, after a hot bath, he had felt fully restored: it was a full two days before the paralysis gripped him while he slept.

         You never got used to the pain. Sometimes it was dull and slow, like a hymn tune, but at others it tripped along like a Gilbert and Sullivan patter song. Pressing his palms against the offending areas provided some relief: they sopped it up like bread in gravy but then the ensuing finger cramps were even sharper, with every phalange and metacarpal having its own distinct ache. It stabbed, then it throbbed, then it stabbed and throbbed. He almost felt sorry for his pain: if he had no respite from it, then it had no respite from him.

         Even worse than the pain was the stink, like a dead ewe left rotting in a ditch. It was unnatural to be aware of your own smell, let alone to be disgusted by it. He had taken up his father’s old 17briar pipe: when the acrid black twist smouldered it was as if he was smoking away his own useless body.

         He lowered Fabian Essays on to his chest. He had been reading so much that he was no longer aware of turning the pages: the words seemed to pass across his illuminated palms. Now his groping fingers found the shaving mirror, interposing it between the roughly-plastered ceiling and his own face. The eye-sockets were purple and the cheeks and forehead seemed to have been scorched. The tip of the nose – how long and narrow it had become! – glowed a drunkard’s fiery red, although he had never touched a drop in his life. The chin had also changed shape, sharpening to resemble the blade of an adze. If the glass had not been cracked already, then that phiz would have done the trick.

         The sofa on which he lay had been the bane of his childhood. It had protruded or sagged in all the wrong places, at once rock-hard and horribly enveloping. But now its contours perfectly fitted his broken frame: all these years it had been patiently awaiting his accident. The walls and ceiling felt to be expanding then contracting: one moment he was out on a vast empty plain, and the next narrowly confined, as if already in his coffin.

         By twisting his neck he could trace, against the skyline, the jagged shape of Cowling Crag. He closed his eyes and imagined himself up there once again … First, he gazed across the valley to the Craven Highlands, then turned to the North West where sharp-prowed Ingleborough and Pen-Y-Ghent stood like twin men ‘o’ war exchanging broadsides. Then he dropped his gaze to scan the three hamlets of Cowling – Stotthill, Ickornshaw and Top End – until he had picked out, on the last terrace before the fells, the final house with its crooked chimney. He capped his view until he could see through the window a grotesque figure stretched across a shapeless sofa. And then he shrugged and turned away from himself, heading sure-footedly towards the mountains, without looking back.

         At school Philip had always been the cleverest, especially in those subjects that did not appear on the curriculum. When, on his 18signal, pandemonium broke out in the classroom, he alone remained head down at his desk, piously scribbling away. The teachers had never suspected that he was the Top Lad, the one behind it all. They had even paid him to stay on as an assistant but unfortunately he had disciplined the pupils so much that they had been too terrified to learn. Now, he feared, he was never going to be behind anything again.

         Having dodged the mill, the forge and the army, Philip had landed the best job of anyone in the whole parish. He had become a revenue man, surveying and gauging for the Excise at £50 a year. “Na’ then, here’s the scurvy gouger!” they would jeer on his infrequent returns to the village. And he had scurvily gouged from Liverpool to Plymouth, from Carlisle to Aberdeen. He’d even spent three fruitless months in the Orkneys: where, whenever they entered a harbour, flotillas of boats were just casting off. Sometimes it had been exciting, when smugglers fought or tried to run away, and he had stayed in proper hotels with chambermaids and silver jugs of warmed milk on the breakfast tables. He had cycled through thousands of miles of countryside: everywhere the leaves had their own distinctive rustle, each meadow was a slightly different green and endless varieties of wild flowers would come bursting out of the hedgerows.

         Ting-ting! Parp-parp! How he had loved that bike! On particularly fine days he would find himself unnecessarily sounding the bell and horn simultaneously. He could ride with no hands: on long slow descents he would sit up with his fingers laced behind his head, whistling the Hallelujah Chorus. The whistling days were behind him too: his mouth was always dry and it was all he could do to breathe, the air dribbling in and out hardly reaching those congested lungs.

         He recalled one particularly idyllic afternoon, pedalling across Salisbury Plain. Just beyond Western Camp he had espied three shotguns blasting away into a cloud of red grouse. He had already passed similar groups but something about this one caused him to 19stop. After a while you developed an instinct for such things. He propped the bike against a convenient gate which he then effortlessly vaulted. The hunters had ceased firing: he could see that their own instincts were telling them who he was.

         “Revenue and Excise,” he said, displaying the seal. His Yorkshire accent vanished whenever he was in his official capacity.”May I please see your shooting licences” – he paused slightly – “Gentlemen?”

         “I seem to have forgotten it,” said the one in the too-small deerstalker, patting his pockets, while the oldest began spluttering.

         “Look here, young man, don’t you know who you’re talking to?”

         Yes, he had actually used those words, while his face had gone from puce to crimson.

         “I could have sworn that I had it here in my wallet,” said the youngest, in a surprisingly high-pitched voice. He was leafing through a thick wad of banknotes. First he held out a brown one, then a yellow one, then both together. But Philip merely smiled. Although that smile looked all right in the mirror it had a curious effect on folk. The man hurriedly put them away.

         “This is sheer effrontery,” said the splutterer. “Sansculottism run mad!”

         “Your licence must be carried at all times,” said Philip, examining their visiting cards.”If it is not on your person then it cannot be said to exist. Nor is it valid retrospectively”.

         Two were baronets and the squeaky one turned out to be Sir Walter Long, Chief Secretary to The Treasury: so that was why he was carrying so much cash! Deerstalker’s shotgun was twitching like a divining-rod: Philip could tell by the glitter in his eyes that the man really wanted to shoot him. All he had was the penknife in his pocket but he still felt in complete control of the situation. When those twin barrels finally touched the ground he knew that the man had acknowledged it too.

         “You will be receiving your summonses in due course” – he smiled during the even longer pause – “Gentlemen”.

         And away he had cycled, as the grouse and cock-pheasants 20mocked the impotent guns below. “Good-bye!” they clucked – “Good-bye! Good-bye!”

         At least there had been one such perfect moment in his life! When he got home he had looked up ‘sansculotte’: they needn’t have worried – he was too shy to ever take off his shirt in public.

         Once more Philip took up his book. That grating sound was coming from his sternum: he would chant the words of Shaw’s ‘Transition’ until it stopped.

         “The Young Socialist is apt to be catastrophic in his views – to plan the revolutionary programme as an affair of twenty-four lively hours, with individualism in full swing on Monday morning, a tidal wave of the insurgent proletariat in the afternoon and socialism in complete working order on Tuesday.”

         This was reassuring: Philip had indeed feared that he might miss the whole show. Who could tell what might be happening in the world beyond Cowling? Every Saturday, when Mother brought his newspaper, he was relieved to find that the revolution had not yet taken place.

         He had been working through his father’s surprisingly wide-ranging library. The poets had been pleasant companions – who would have thought that Burns and Swinburne could be so racy? – but it was the political and speculative writers – Ruskin, Morris, Kirkup, Henry George – who had hooked him. It had been like tunnelling through to Australia and discovering that all was indeed turned on its head. So many heretical doctrines and so calmly and judiciously argued! Such anathemas against industrialism, ugliness and waste, against poverty and disease, against monarchy, bad sanitation and the Church! Most wonderfully, it was as if he had already known but had somehow forgotten all this, as if the true nature of his own mind was now revealing itself to him. He had been born a Socialist but had slumbered on unawares until the accident had awakened him. Perhaps it was a spirit, some socialist Ariel, that had overturned his bike, but miscalculated the impact and the extent of his injuries?21

         After the funeral Philip had discovered Fabian Essays down the side of his father’s bed. The familiar bookmark – a faded postcard of Niagara Falls – was six pages from the end. He had worried that Dad, wherever he might be, would be vexed at never finishing it.

         John Snowden had died four years before. He had arisen in the middle of the night, gurgled and expired without a word. Philip was not sure whether his mother had said ‘gurgled’ or ‘giggled’ but thought it callous to enquire further. Try as he might, he could no longer recall Dad’s face even though he could picture every last one of his schoolmates taken off by the diphtheria epidemic fifteen years ago.

         Philip was surprised at how extensively his father’s pencil had been employed in the margins of his books. Exclamation and question marks were interspersed with lines of Xs large and small. He had ticked passages that he agreed with and scored out those he didn’t. His comments were indecipherable, except for those baffling capitals – SULPHUR VALVE – above the Unearned Increment section. The final essay, the one that he had never finished – ‘The Outlook’ by Herbert Bland – was particularly heavily marked, with the pencil sometimes driven right through the paper. Unlike the other contributors, Bland called for the formation of a new party, a working-class alternative to the Liberals. Everything was in place, he argued, except for the necessary leader. “The eye expectant searches in vain for such a man now among the younger brood of the new democracy. He is possibly at this moment in his cradle and equitably sharing out toys and lollipops to his comrades of the nursery.” His father had underlined the word ‘lollipops’ and filled the margin with squiggly vertical lines. Could he have found it amusing? This suspicion was hard to credit because Philip had never seen him crack a smile.

         His father had never talked much about anything, least of all the past. Only once, visiting relations in Calderdale, had he let slip that the last time he had been in Halifax was as one of the eighty thousand Chartists converging on Skircoats Moor. That was eight 22times the strength of Henry V’s army at Agincourt, four times that of Wellington’s at Waterloo. “What was it like?” Philip had asked. “It were a bit of a crush,” came the laconic reply. “And who won the battle?” At this his father had made a curious snuffling sound. Apparently they had listened to some speeches, applauded, sung some songs and then gone home. Philip gathered that the enemy – whose precise identity remained unclear – had declined to engage.

         As a child Philip had wanted to be a preacher. He felt no vocation or burning faith, merely liked the idea of being looked at with respect and listened to in silence. After leaving home, however, he had discovered something even better. Acting: it was like a cathedral organ compared to a leaking harmonium. Even Pastor Grimshaw could only take his flock down to Hell then up to Heaven, whereas Henry Irving or Barry Sullivan, in one short speech, could bounce them half a dozen times between ecstasy and despair. Such dreams could be forgotten now, unless he confined himself to Richard Crookback and Caliban, but there was still another way of being listened to and looked at. In Aberdeen he had seen Kropotkin address a street corner meeting: the princely anarchist had hardly finished clearing his throat before the previously apathetic crowd were in a frenzy. Then, in Nelson Town Hall, there had been Charles Bradlaugh, ‘The Iconoclast’, debating in favour of atheism – but with such authority, good humour and grace, that he had seemed himself to be the very embodiment of the Divine. And there was Dad’s old favourite, the American economist Henry George: he had spoken haltingly, almost inaudibly, but the rapt crowd were almost finishing his sentences for him.

         You didn’t need to be able to move in order to read, think and speak. Folk could carry you onto the platform and afterwards lift you down again. Philip’s memory had always been sharp but now he could recall every word he read. Some untapped part of his brain was synthesising all the information into logical and accessible arguments, suitably adorned with similes and metaphors, quotations 23from the Bible and the poets, homespun jokes and ironies. He had no illusions that he might be an original thinker, but he was sure that he could proselytize, expressing and embodying the ideas of others, setting them to his own pain-racked inner music and before giving them thrilling utterance.

         Now, to his relief, the grinding bones were no longer audible, but his spine jarred every thirty seconds as if he was being dropped from a considerable height. Each impact triggered a volley of sneezes: his head seemed to be trying to rip itself from his condemned body. At least the doctor had told him straight: he was a hopeless cripple with only a few, doubtless miserable, years to live. But even as the man had been pronouncing this sentence, Philip had felt a great surge of hope. It had risen from his solar plexus, filling his lungs, constricting his throat and then bursting in his brain as an utter conviction that a great, unimaginable future lay ahead of him. And the more common sense told him that this could not be, the more certain he became. He would never be the man he had been before – the top lad and the scurvy gouger were gone for good – but he could feel each word he read moving him closer to his rebirth. He was no longer waiting for death. Even though he could hardly lift this book, let alone a standard or a sword – he was waiting like the original Fabius Maximus for the right moment to strike. The next thing to do was to work on his smile.
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         The voices droned on and on. Jim could no longer follow what was being said: the words were merely flickering patterns like the snowflakes in the rising wind. His face was burning and sweat dripped on to the still blank paper but from the waist down he became increasingly chilly until his feet felt to be encased in ice. He had finished snapping the non-union pencils between forefinger and thumb; the fly had dashed itself to death against the windowpane. If he had been granted wings he might have done the same.24

         At least he had some excuse for moving, stamping across the room to gather the empty water carafes. Horner was apparently trying to sluice himself back into sobriety. Although there had been no break in proceedings, not one delegate had left their place: even their bladders were committed to the cause.

         As if being boring was not enough, most of them were ugly as well. Ears and noses were either huge or vestigial and heads and limbs seemed to have somehow attached to the wrong bodies. Horner apart, everyone was unnaturally pale: the executive committee were decomposing before Jim’s eyes. At least his own ugliness was of an individual and striking nature.

         Shaw was not exactly ugly but he had some curious mannerisms. He would grip his ankles then force his knees up to touch his jutting chin. He took from his pocket handfuls of nuts and raisins, wadded with fluff, which he would cram into his mouth and – despite those remarkable teeth – swallow without chewing. Jim’s attentions switched to a small man dressed in light grey except for a high-collared shirt of dazzling whiteness. The hair had been cut close to the skull but the black moustache, gleaming like a well-tended piece of ordnance, was so enormous that it shadowed the lower part of his face. It was ‘Nunquam’ – Robert Blatchford himself, editor of The Clarion, voice and conscience of the movement, whose words, declaimed by Fred, had cut through the frowsty air of the weaving shed. The head and neck never moved but the man’s dark, liquid eyes, expressing a mixture of amusement and scorn, ceaselessly swept the room. Although silent so far, he seemed to be on the point of saying something truly momentous.

         For the last half hour Conference had been debating what their new party should call itself. Carson and Smillie of Lark Hill – in accents even thicker than Hardie’s – favoured ‘Socialist Labour Party’. What did it matter? It might as well be called ‘The Schlis-La-Ba-Pa-Da’ as anything else. ‘The Will of the People’, someone suggested. “No, the Cause of the People,” said someone else. “The Sword!” a beefy lad from Lilycroft shouted, while his neighbours 25ducked his flailing arms. “The People’s Sword!” All of these had to be proposed and seconded before they were voted down. “Why not … ‘The Future’?” came a deep voice from the back. Fortunately, no-one would even second this. Then one of the SDF contingent got to his feet, clenched his fist and said, very slowly and emphatically, “S … D … F!”

         This was too much for Ben Tillet. The very thought of Marxism was enough to set him off. He launched a tirade against “harebrained chattering magpies of continental revolutionists,” looking pointedly at Aveling who was reportedly the eyes and ears of Friedrich Engels. When Ben had exhausted himself Hardie gave the right of reply to an ex officio journalist from Vorwarts!, a German radical paper. Jim was delighted to see that this individual – with oiled black hair and long pale face, protruding eyes and a manner at once timid and aggressive – did indeed resemble a magpie crossed with a hare. Anyone more calculated to raise the hackles of an honest English working man could scarcely be imagined.

         After Herr Bernstein had finished, Aveling rose. He was the same height standing as sitting down.

         “May I suggest that for now ‘Independent Labour Party’ be retained. The name is immaterial, comrades. What matters is the programme and the constitution.” Now Jim understood the secret of his allure: there was a whole orchestra in that voice. It was as if the sound were descending from heaven, reaching a crescendo as it passed through Aveling’s larynx, then floating up again to exit through the skylight. The three women in the room seemed initially unaffected but then Jim saw a scarlet tide slowly spreading up Katharine St. John Conway’s long, long neck. She was one of those frightening Girton girls, so devastatingly smart and sweet that he did not dare look into her face. Now vast Mrs Bullock had begun to wriggle and tiny Mrs Reynolds to languorously stretch her limbs. Why was Aveling wasting his time on politics? If Jim had been in his shoes he would have swept up all three of them and been off to bed until Spring.26

         Now Conference was away again into a maze of motions and counter-motions, proposers seconded and seconders proposed, composites, points of order and references back to references back. Jim had a panicky sense of time passing, as if when they got outside they might find themselves in suddenly unfamiliar streets, with everything having changed without them. “I can’t take much more of this,” he muttered but Fred merely nodded vigorously, as if he took these words to be an enthusiastic endorsement of the proceedings.

         Fred would put up with any amount of faffing about if there were the slightest chance of achieving something at the end. He was usually right, but the more Jim recognized this, the more uneasy he became. Their friendship had been the making of him but he was not sure that he liked having been made. True, Fred would listen respectfully to him, but after a couple of minutes Jim would become aware of the inadequacy of the words coming out of his mouth. He would stutter, then fall silent, and Fred would gravely resume his monologue.

         It was not only politics that Fred had revealed to him. Before they met, Jim had been oblivious to Nature. He was astonished to find that there were wild places so close to the heart of the city. Fred took him down to Heaton Woods where, under the shade of the trees, all smells and sounds of industry vanished. Here Fred’s vision was curiously restored, his eyes catching the tiniest bird on the highest branch, the merest shadow of a squirrel’s tuft. He moved quickly and silently, blending into the greens and browns despite his dark suit. The undergrowth seemed impenetrable but wherever Fred set his foot, a path would obligingly appear.

         Jim recalled how the young rabbits did not seem to hop but to be gently tipped forward by invisible hands. When their soft noses had sniffed at the toes of his boots he had resisted the urge to stamp on them, suspecting that this would not be the Socialist thing to do. A line of bristling jays had perched on a branch, screaming warnings to which they themselves paid no regard, while two young kestrels, 27under their parents’ unblinking gaze, plummeted from the rocks above, flattening out at the last moment to claw their way back up, as if the air was a solid thing to them. Each time the birds fell, it was straighter and more slowly until, at last, they began to swoop.

         Jim had found it disturbing that all these creatures needed to learn how to run and fly and hunt and be afraid of men. Apparently everything had to be taught how to be itself.

         “All of Creation starts out the same,” Jowett had said. “Alone. Helpless. Lost.”

         “And most stay that way an’ all.” Jim had been surprised by the strength of the grip on his arm when Fred replied. “Not for much longer, Comrade!”

         Who would have thought that there could be such variety of butterfly and moth? Each appeared equally miraculous, as if it were the first he had ever seen. And so many songs and cries, that seemed only to deepen the silence behind them! But according to Fred, this was not even the half of it.

         “Our chatter scares away the deer, foxes, badgers and wolves. You should come down here on your own some time.”

         “Wolves?” Jim was not sure whether he was excited or scared.

         “Not real ones,” Fred laughed, “just a pack of feral lurchers from Laisterdyke way.”

         When Jim returned a few days later it had been a disaster. Everything was grey and dripping, although he had not been aware of any intervening rain. Fred’s tracks now led into deep bogs or impossible gulleys. The stepping stones by which they had blithely crossed the beck had become slimy and unsafe. The water was stagnant and discoloured: everything smelt of rot and decay. Nothing stirred, no birds sang and the only insects were black flies that darted into his face. The silence was no longer magical but a menacing absence of sound. He had the sense of being watched, malevolently: perhaps the dogs were sizing him up? He turned and ran, churning through the mud so that, as he sobbed with exertion and shame, the whole bank seemed to be shifting beneath his feet. 28Before, he had been able to share Fred’s delight but now, alone, he had been given the woods he deserved. At last the great square-topped chimney of Lister’s Mill had risen before his eyes. It was the first time that he had regarded it with anything other than loathing.

         “Hum culneys,” a Scottish voice was saying. “Hum culneys.” Opening his eyes, Jim realized that his head had tilted right back. He hoped that he had not been snoring: his brothers said that it sounded like a hen fighting with a sow. Perhaps this explained his failures with women: they could pick out the snorers. “Dignity in work for all our people,” Hardie continued. This Home Colonies scheme – mass road construction for the unemployed – was his hobby-horse, equivalent to Jowett’s sanitation. Jim had never understood how navvying could be ennobling. Why not just put the money in their hands and send them off to the pub until it was time for them to be digging graves, with the rich making their own contribution by filling them?

         In the New Jerusalem there would be an eight-hour working day, with overtime and piecework abolished. Children under fourteen were to be banned which seemed a good idea until Jim realized that it was merely a raising of the working age. For a moment it had seemed that university education would be compulsory for all but Conference were divided on whether it should be secular or non-sectarian. The executive wanted to extend suffrage to women. As far as Jim was concerned, women were welcome to all the suffrage they wanted, so long as no-one was stupid enough to give them the vote.

         “The chair recognizes Comrade Blatchford,” Drew squeaked. For the first time in the day there was a smattering of applause as the man, apparently savouring the drama of the moment, rose slowly to his feet. He cleared his throat, looked around the room, then cleared his throat again. The well-tanned face turned pale and his papers slipped from his grasp. The pronounced Adam’s apple bobbed alarmingly and the eyes seemed to have rolled back into their sockets. Three times he tried and failed to balance his 29gold pince-nez on the bridge of his aquiline nose. His trembling hands poured a glass of water but he did not attempt to drink it. The silence only lasted a minute but it felt like forever. Fred’s face showed genuine distress, his lips moving like an unheeded prompter at a play. At last Blatchford sat down or, rather, seemed to plummet a considerable distance back into his chair.

         If this man had not written ‘Merrie England’, if he had not somehow drawn those words from his heart and soul, then this conference would almost certainly not have been taking place. Not one of these delegates – not Hardie, not Tillet, not even Fred – would have been the men they were. And there he sat, head in hands, a lord of language who now could not form a single syllable. He was said to be a great drinker who held forth in crowded taprooms for hours on end, but take the glass out of his hand and set him on his feet before a seated audience and he was paralyzed. All these nondescript little men around him were utterly self-assured, certain of their opinions and their right to be here. As Jim watched, Blatchford became Blatchford once more: the noble head rose, the broad chest expanded and he let out a great guffaw at the sheer absurdity of the thing. Why was their main polemicist called Nunquam – the Latin for ‘never’? Why not Nunc – ‘now’ – or at least ‘brevi’ – ‘soon’? With Nunquam you were buggered from the start.

         Now Shaw was speaking again. Any hope that he might be cowed by the general hostility and hold a watching brief had proved to be ill-founded. With Hardie and Drew tacitly ceding the chairmanship, he had taken over the meeting. The room seemed to be filled with contending Shaws. Everything flowed through him: he summed up each debate, putting the conclusion into simply-worded resolutions that were also strangely memorable, almost musical. “To secure the collective ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange”: Shaw had almost sung the words.

         Jim was struck by how even the Scotsmen and the SDF were allowing this to happen. They obviously did not admire the man’s talents: in fact, they seemed to despise him all the more, as if what 30he was doing were beneath them. Jim was reminded of the racing on the Knavesmire when the Dukes and Earls emerged to congratulate their victorious jockeys – half-starved, mud-spattered midgets whose legs were even bandier than his own. The expressions on those florid faces had been exactly the same.

         Only Drew had put up some resistance. “Does the delegate from the London Fabian Society” – he shrilled – “Actually believe in anything he is saying?”

         “Whether I support these measures or not is beside the point,” Shaw replied patiently. “We owe it to the language to ensure that everything is clearly expressed.”

         And he proceeded to define the conference’s fiscal stance: “Abolition of indirect taxation and taxation – to extinction – of unearned income.” Every hand was raised in approval. Or almost every hand, for when Hardie did call for any dissenters, a single, unusually long arm was seen punching towards the ceiling. Shaw was voting against his own proposal.
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         When the wind got up and the rain turned to snow, Victor Grayson took shelter beneath an enormous roadside oak. The swaying branches were laden with dead leaves but even over their rustlings he could still hear the howling of the wolves. Digging his fingers painfully into the wet bark he began to climb. The wolves seemed to be no nearer but now their sounds were coming from every direction at once. Victor’s grip began to slacken, then an agitated branch swept him up and deposited him within scrambling distance of the tree’s central fork.

         Although it was only four hours since he had set out he was already desperately hungry. He had taken the last apple from the dusty fruit-bowl and wrapped it in a cleanish handkerchief which he then lashed to the thickest splinter of his shattered cricket bat. He didn’t much like fruit but without an apple and a hanky on a 31stick a boy could not be considered to be properly running away from home. Unfortunately, when the factories and houses had given way to woods and fields and he had stopped to rest, he discovered that – although he had heard no sound and felt no easing of his burden – the apple had gone. It looked as if something had chewed through the cotton: only the granny-knot remained. He had retraced his steps but the apple had made good its escape. Although the stick might still serve as a cudgel it would be of little use against his pursuers. Why had no one warned him about the wolf-packs of West Lancashire?

         Pressing his ear against the trunk he could hear a deep regular throbbing: the sound of the heart of the tree. Under his breath he began to sing:

         
            
               “Hearts of oak are our ships

               Hearts of oak are our men”

            

         

         His voice gained strength as the branch beneath him creaked its encouragement.

         
            
               “We are always ready

               Steady, boys, steady.

               We’ll fight and we’ll conquer

               Again and again.”

            

         

         His own body felt as if it was full of hearts – beating away in chest and head, in his palms and the soles of his feet, in kneecaps and ankles and between his legs – as if he was not one person but an assembly of different creatures.

         Victor Grayson – The Little Roamer. “He runs away that often,” his mother had said, “that whenever he is at home, the rest of the world sends out search parties for him.” Today his destination was not Dickens’ London or the glens and peaks of Sir Walter Scott but the furthest and most fabulous of all – America. Although he 32knew that there at the bottom of the hill was the Mersey which led to the sea which then became an ocean which would in time wash him up in New York Harbour, he had found himself walking in the opposite direction. Victor had long ago learned always to trust his own feet. Perhaps the maps had all been designed to keep small boys from running away and you should go East when they showed West, go North instead of South? Perhaps those blue parts were really land and the red parts water?

         The more it snowed, the warmer he became. The howling continued but, up in his tree, he was feeling very much at home. He had always loved to hide. At home, whenever he heard footsteps approaching, he would dive under the bed, now that he was too big to fold his limbs inside his father’s chest of drawers. There was a delicious pleasure in the waiting: wondering who might find him and how long it would take them-even though it was usually a matter of seconds and almost always his mother.

         Victor realized that he had begun to whistle and that the wind seemed to be trying to join in. It was the tune that Professor Sweeney’s Cowboy Band had been playing just six months before as Buffalo Bill Cody and his Congress of Rough Rides of the World entered the sawdust ring at Newsham Park: ‘There’ll Be A Hot Time In The Old Town Tonight’.

         The touring company had arrived at Lime Street Station in three long, long trains – one for the scenery, one for the cowboys and Indians, one for the horses, buffalo, elk and deer. The large bright posters on almost every wall in town promised “An absolutely original and heroic enterprise of inimitable lustre.” When Victor had asked a teacher what the word ‘lustre’ meant her lips had twisted and her ruler had rapped his knuckles even more loudly than usual.

         On their way into the enormous tent his father had bought him a paper cone filled with hot, soft, salty buttered husks. They called it pop-corn: the more you chewed it the more it grew until your mouth was crammed.

         Dad was still moaning about the cost of the pop-corn: “A whole 33bloomin’ ha’penny” – when a voice from the heavens, booming over the music, had cut him off.

         “Colonel William H Cody, Greatest of the Indian Fighters, Buck-skinned Bayard of the Old Frontier, Defence and Succour of Womanhood And Children” and there in a crimson shirt and fringed cream buckskins was Bill, galloping his white horse, Charlie, through the smoke and dust, twirling his lasso so that the loop hung steady above his head, like a halo.

         He had proceeded to rope and hog-tie three wild Texas steers before Victor could empty his mouth, then teased a succession of drunken-looking buffalo before giving way to ‘The Peerless Lady Wing-shot’, Annie Oakley. She was less than five feet tall, her angelic face framed by dark brown curls. Her smile never wavered as she loaded, aimed and fired her Springfield Rifle, unerringly drilling a series of playing cards that her assistant held sideways on, next to his right cheek. Then, while Professor Sweeney and his boys went into a breakneck version of the 1812 Overture, a vast elk ambled out of the shadows, fixed the audience with a long disapproving stare and ambled off again.

         Now Victor’s tree suddenly decided to rid itself of him but he stayed on the bucking branch like one of Bill’s bareback riders. He wished that he could understand the leaves’ rustling but perhaps they were only saying help, help, we’re going to fall. He told himself that he was always going to remember this moment even though he had felt the same way on hundreds of occasions and had subsequently forgotten them all.

         His had been a strange childhood. As a toddler he had nearly drowned in a fast-flowing spring stream. He wasn’t sure whether he had fallen or jumped or even been pushed. The world had watched helplessly from the bank as he was borne along until the waters reached a mill-race where he had passed miraculously unscathed through the mill-wheel’s spinning blades. As he lay recovering in bed half of Liverpool had shuffled past, touching his forehead for healing, protection or good luck.34

         Then for two and a half years he had lost his voice. There had been so much to say, so many questions to ask, that it all got tangled up so that he was left trying – with only one thick and furry tongue – to express a thousand things at once. When your tongue was tied you could only communicate through actions: it was no longer enough to merely dream about something, you had to go out and do it. Nothing had seemed to be beyond him: he had discovered that if you act as if what you want is your rightful due, then it often falls out that you get it. It was true what The Bible said: “To him that hath shall be given and from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath.” This was why he was whistling up in his tree. If he ever stopped making a noise he might be silenced for ever.

         He recalled how in Liverpool the elk and deafening cannons had been succeeded by the surviving veterans of the Charge of the Light Brigade. Too old to ride, they had marched stiffly past under a tattered and faded union jack. Then the arena had exploded with men, fighting. The Sioux were finishing off the Seventh Cavalry at Little Big Horn. Brandishing General Custer’s long yellow scalp, the redskins rode around the ring at breathtaking speed only to be ambushed in their turn by Buffalo Bill, leading another cavalry troop. They were augmented by Prince Ivan and his Ukrainian Cossacks and a bunch of gorgeously-attired gauchos who just happened to be passing. Much retributive slaughter had followed. In a ferociously convincing knife fight, Bill killed Yellow Hand, then crouched over the body to spring upwards, clutching a red-dripping pigtail with a great shout of “The first scalp for Custer!” At the last, the mutilated corpses had dragged themselves to their feet, joined hands with their murderers and, smiling broadly, advanced on the wildly applauding audience.

         From fully thirty yards away, the glittering eyes of the Indians – introduced as Little Bull, Cut Meat, Black Elk, Poor Dog, Rain-in-the-Face – caught and held Victor’s own and he felt a spark of recognition passing between them. Now he understood that the 35cowboys and the Indians were on the same side and that their real enemies were the audience, the good people of Liverpool, as they cheered to the echo something that they could not even begin to understand. America! America! Victor had glared down on the mayor and corporation who – together with their golden chains of office – were occupying the front two rows. Cut Meat and Rain-in-the-Face would have polished them off before they could even bleat, only they were not worth killing. How could you scalp a bald-headed man? He had glanced at Dad who, purple-faced and choking, was having another of his coughing fits.

         This bent and broken man was not his real father. Mum was not his real mother. He looked nothing like either of them. Liverpool was not his rightful home: its air would never fill his lungs. Victor dreamed of a bigger, hotter sun and of rains that fell more softly on his skin and of strange people who seemed to be neither male nor female. Yesterday, on John Brown Street, a couple of middle-aged men, notably well-dressed but unshaven, had fallen silent as he passed. Although they were men they had smelt strangely fragrant, just like his headmistress. Stopping at the corner he had seen that they were still standing there, staring at him. Then he had turned and run away, although he had really wanted to be running back towards them.

         The wolves were very close now, although their cries kept breaking off for longer and longer periods. Every time they stopped Victor realized that he was praying for them to take up their song again. It had a curiously soothing and sentimental tone, like the Saturday night drunks singing on Scotland Road. Perhaps they didn’t want to harm him but to save him, to carry him like Romulus or Remus off to their own wolfish world. For some reason he imagined those two smart and silent gentlemen throwing back their heads and howling.

         Victor had always known that he was not like everybody else. He had been christened Albert Victor after the eldest son of the Prince of Wales and had often wondered if he was not himself some kind 36of Lost Prince. He had read how Bill Cody, supposedly the child of poor Irish emigrants, had always felt the blood of Milesius and the First Kings of Erin pumping through his veins.

         If he really was a Grayson, then he could console himself with the knowledge that he was the seventh son of a seventh son. A gypsy at the fair had told him that this would give you unimaginable powers. You were so unlucky that you became lucky, misfortunes turned to your advantage, and your weaknesses all became strengths, as if an enormous hand had seized the earth and turned it upside down.

         At school the bullies left him alone. At first this had upset him: how vile and insignificant you must be if even they wanted nothing to do with you! Then one of the girls had told him that they were all terrified of him – that they could see by his eyes that he was not afraid and that if they were to start a fight he was the one that would never stop. Victor was unsure about this but thought it best not to disabuse her.

         Until the Rough Riders all his secret games had been drawn from The Bible. In David and Goliath he would play both parts, clutching at himself until it really did feel – in that mixture of triumph and exhilaration, humiliation and terror – that he was sawing off his own head. He loved the way that Samson smote those Philistines but where in Liverpool could you obtain the jawbone of an ass? He often tickled the ears of the coalman’s donkey: how could so deadly a weapon be drawn from such a gentle beast?

         The crucifixion was his favourite, though. He would stand on the low playground wall, head on one side, eyes shut, while all the girls looked up at him adoringly. None of the other boys could balance on its rounded top for more than a few seconds but he had once remained there for a whole lunchtime. For so long, in fact, that his admirers had become bored and, in the order of their prettiness, drifted away, until only Lorrie – silent, shapeless, almost a cretin – had remained.

         But now all his dreams and fantasies were about Buffalo Bill. ‘The Defence and Succour of Womanhood and Children’. Victor 37wondered why he needed to suck them. Presumably they had been bitten by rattlesnakes and Bill was pressing his lips to their wounds, drawing back the venom and spitting it out. Victor could actually feel that sharp, wagging beard scratching insistently at the crook of his elbow.

         “Bill Cody! Bill Cody!” he cried into the teeth of the gale. As if in answer the howling started up again but it was somehow different now, with a vulgar, yelping note. Looking down, Victor could see that a swaddled form resembling an enormous bandaged thumb was being drawn through the snow by two shivering lurchers, straining on the ends of long pieces of rope. Other dogs and well-wrapped men came ploughing after them.

         “I said there were! I said there were!” – the high squeak seemed to be coming through the wire muzzle of the smallest dog rather than from its master – “I said there were a little lad up in yon tree!”

         
            [image: ]

         

         Point of order, reference back. What a contrast between this snail-like progress and the restless energy that Jim had sensed on the street! The meeting was more like an attempt to negate it. He suspected that every shade of political opinion would be united by contempt and fear of the crowd.

         Point of order, reference back. Jim was beginning to feel sick. Perhaps Socialism was like the purple medicine that his mother would ladle out for all ailments? It had made him vomit and brought out his hair in handfuls: apparently these had been sure signs that it was doing him good. Tom Maguire from Holbeck caught his eye and grimaced, then mimed tightening a noose around his neck, lolling out his blue-black tongue. Every few minutes Tom was seized by a fierce coughing fit but fortunately he was able to smoke and cough at the same time. He kept spitting into what Jim had at first taken to be a red-spotted handkerchief.

         For the last half hour Conference had been discussing the 38Central Election Fund. Should individual contributions be tuppence or tuppence ha’penny? The aim was to exclude larger, anonymous payments such as in the Tory Gold Scandal, when their enemy had stumped up for the deposits of SDF candidates standing against Liberals in marginal seats.

         “What’s wrong with Tory Gold?” Maguire’s patience was exhausted. “Why shouldn’t we take money from Satan himself so long as it’s used for the cause? We have one thing in common with the Tories: we need to destroy the Liberals. And when they’re out of the way we can move on to the real task. Why shouldn’t the Conservative Party pay for its own funeral?”

         The other delegates had been openly contemptuous of Shaw but they looked as if they hated Maguire. He had organized the gasworkers’, clayworkers’ and tailoresses’ strikes and was now submerged in the shadowy world of the Jewish radicals. Strangely, he still professed allegiance to William Morris’ Socialist League, even though it had collapsed three years ago and not even Morris himself had remained a member. No employer would hire him so he was trying to eke out a living as a photographer. His camera and tripod were propped against the wall behind him.

         Conference seldom referred to the Liberals or Tories and then only in neutral terms. They had also retained a vestigial respect for the aristocracy and if anyone mentioned the Queen, the words “God bless her” seemed to hang in the air. Their real hatred was reserved for one another. Jim found this strange because the various factions looked and sounded alike. They had the same mirthless laugh and the same sneer, as if their upper lips had been snagged by an angler’s line. There were a few identifying characteristics: the London group sat with their legs crossed, the Christian Socialists all had colds, the Labour Army had the biggest ears but otherwise, interchangeable grey men spouted the same platitudes in identical flat voices. At least they could have been given differently coloured uniforms with gold braid and rows of medals, with sabres to rattle and well-polished boots to stamp.39

         Now Drew was proposing that the new organisation should remain a federation. He fiercely upheld the autonomy of the region, the city and the district branch, but above all he upheld the autonomy of W. H. Drew. This was carried, to be followed by a second motion that Conference should be supreme, electing an executive committee to implement its instructions. This was passed with equal enthusiasm.

         “But you can’t have both!” Shaw was actually slapping his knees with mirth. “A federation is one thing and an executive committee is another. They’re opposites. You’ve created a two-headed freak of nature: one head is a dog’s while the other is a cat’s – they will either tear each other to pieces or run off in opposite directions.” Conference, however, was not in the mood to be persuaded. Wasn’t it the whole point of Socialism to make the seemingly impossible a reality?

         And now silence fell. The agenda had been completed. There was no further business. Nothing more could be said. No-one dared to look up in case they saw their own consternation on other faces. What on earth was going to happen now?

         Then Hardie’s voice yelled: “Where is the Labour Party?” Some delegates actually flinched, as if they were being accused of stealing it, before realizing that this must be a rhetorical question.

         “We are here,” Hardie continued, “Such as we are, such as circumstances have created us, the expression of our inborn, or undying determination on the part of the democracy of this land to assert itself in its own spirit and through its own methods.”

         Jim had no idea what this might mean and nor, he suspected, did anyone else.

         “But after all has been said,” Hardie wagged a bony finger, “We maun gang oor ain gate.” This broke the tension: everyone knew that they must laugh whenever dialect was employed.

         “Nothing is more conducive to spirit-breaking, than a snarling, querulous, frivolous criticism of everybody and everything.” Was it Jim’s imagination or had Hardie’s gaze lingered on him on its way 40from Maguire to Shaw? “The eyes of the country are on Bradford,” he continued, pausing until a cheer went up, so faint that it might have floated across the valley as City scrambled a last-minute consolation goal.

         “The party politicians are looking – and looking longingly – in the hope of seeing the apple of discord embedded in your midst. But behind these are the wailing voiceless millions whom we specially represent.” An eerie sound could be heard – “Wooo! Wooo!” It was Shaw, delightedly exploring the possibilities of voiceless wailing. Jim was beginning to warm to the man.

         “If we go forward in this spirit I am convinced that – to slightly adapt a couplet from an old Scottish ballad –

         
            
               ‘Children yet unborn shall bless

               The concord of that day.’”

            

         

         With a little nod of satisfaction Hardie resumed his seat. Even before the stormy applause had died away Jim could hear Shaw haranguing De Mattos. “Why should this mysterious apple appear in ‘your’ rather than ‘our’ midst? Is the man himself above such temptations? And can we anticipate an influx of contending Greek goddesses? ‘Aphrodite Vainly Importuning Comrade Hardie For The Apple Of Beauty’ – now there’s a subject for Mr Watts’ brush! But surely an apple – even a discordant one – cannot be embedded, otherwise we would be unable either to eat it or bestow it. And whatever could it be embedded in? Such things do matter.” – De Mattos had clapped his hands over his ears – “They matter more than anything else.”

         Shaw Maxwell was now saluting Hardie’s chairmanship and, as a memento of the occasion, presenting him with the conference bell. Grasping it with both hands Hardie gave it a vigorous shake but no sound issued forth. Closer examination revealed that the clapper had been removed. “How very appropriate,” crowed Shaw, “Ding-Dong! Ding-Dong!”41

         Then Conference sang ‘The Red Flag’, a new song written by an Irish comrade. Everyone caught the tune but only Shaw seemed to know all the words.

         
            
               “Though cowards flinch and traitors sneer,

               We’ll keep The Red Flag flying here.”

            

         

         “Bravo!” Shaw was clapping his hands. “That sounded like the funeral march of a fried eel!” He seemed determined to get himself assaulted before the meeting broke up. Now he was grabbing the arms of two SDF men for the singing of ‘Auld Lang Syne’. When they struggled he only clutched them tighter, like a benevolent python.

         “That felt more like six years than six hours.” Jim was surprised to hear an unfamiliar whining note in his own voice.

         “But it was worth it,” said Fred, slowly, “Because that might have been the most important political event of the century.”

         “Nay, Fred,” Tom Maguire called across the room, “There’s still seven years to go.”

         “This is how change happens,” Fred continued, unabashed. “A small group of people sitting talking in a shabby room. Real history isn’t like Cromwell seizing the mace or Alexander cutting the Gordian Knot.”

         “But why does it all have to take so long?” Jim was sounding even more plaintive.

         “I’m afraid that your patience is going to be severely tried.” They moved towards the exit, “But when the great day dawns it will be well worth the wait.”

         Why was Fred talking about patience when they had not even given impatience a proper try? Why were self-styled Socialists advocating consolidation when there was nothing to consolidate, negotiation when there was nobody to negotiate with, and falling out with each other when the rest of the world was already ranged against them? Why didn’t they fight for a little while – take to the 42streets, open the prisons, set up the guillotines – if only to see what happened?

         Maguire, shouldering with difficulty his camera and tripod, led them outside. The commemorative photographs would be taken in front of the cathedral, Maguire having been talked out of storming the millowners’ gothic Wool Exchange. Most of the delegates, however, were shunning posterity in favour of the Temperance Hall’s soup and buns. Some were already off down Chapel Street, led by Shaw, his arms and legs pumping, and Ben Turner, who was picking up speed like a runaway piano. Jim suspected that there would be precious few buns left when the rest of Conference arrived.

         The snow had stopped and the sun had come out at last, a scarlet disc balancing on the horizon. It seemed to be delaying its departure in order to accommodate Maguire and his camera. Hardie, Drew, Aveling and the rest were shuffling towards it.

         “Fred, when do you think Socialism will come?” Jim was relieved that his voice was back to normal.

         “Well into next century. By 1930, if I had to make a guess. But sometimes I fear that I may never see it, not even if I live to be an old man.”

         “So what is the point? Why are we doing all this?”

         “For The People. For our grandchildren. For their grandchildren. For people that we will never know, living lives we cannot even begin to imagine.”

         “And they’ll remember us,” Jim had begun to stammer, “There will be streets and towns with our names. And we’ll be holidays: there’ll be no work done on Jowett Mondays and Sharp Fridays. And they’ll even put up statues of us.” – he glanced down at his own legs – “Equestrian ones.”

         “I hope not,” said Fred. “If we are remembered it will only be to be blamed for our failures. If they forget us it will mean that we have discharged our duties.”

         Outlined against the sunset, the Cathedral looked more like a fortress than a place of worship, rearing above the mills as if to 43warn the delegates that if they did get rid of Mammon they would still have God to contend with. Everyone was slipping on the slush. Each saw the man before him fall but then helplessly planted his own foot in exactly the same place. Only Horner, still partly drunk, could keep his balance. None of them thought to follow Fred and Jim in stepping off the path and ploughing through the virgin snow.

         Jim was heartily sick of hearing about The People. Fred spoke of them in the same hushed tone that others reserved for saints and heroes. It was almost as if he believed himself unworthy to be numbered among them. Jim could have understood his being enthusiastic about what The People might one day become but there was surely little to be said in favour of what most of them actually were. It was not as if The People had elected to be The People. Being The People required no effort at all. Unless, of course, Fred was giving them the credit for padding out their stupid bones with muscle, nerve and skin, or closing their eyes when they slept, or putting one foot in front of the other when they walked.

         By the way Maguire deployed his equipment it was apparent that he had come to love his new trade. His hands ran over the tripod’s brass and wooden legs: he seemed to be whispering into the shutter and then listening for a reply. When he finally set himself in readiness, it was hard to tell where the man ended and the camera began.

         On the cathedral steps the delegates, like a soccer team, had formed three ragged lines. Their heads seemed to be trying to shrink away inside their collars. Their hands were clasped in front of them. The angelic figure of Katharine Conway materialized in their midst. “Hands behind backs, Comrades,” Maguire ordered, “And feet well apart. Now open your mouths a little – but whatever you do, don’t smile.”

         As he took the final picture the sun, having done its duty, plunged down behind Ilkley Moor. The others moved off but Fred remained standing in the porch, lost in thought, his right hand absently stroking its blackened stone. Jim glared at an enormous and 44elaborate memorial cross: he did not recognize any of the names carved along its base.

         America! This was the moment he had been unconsciously waiting for: it was time to go. Perhaps it truly was a pitiful fantasy of escape but surely it was better to ruin your life than to miss even the slimmest chance of transforming it? And perhaps America really would be like it was in Walt Whitman: everyone singing all the time with the earth and sky taking up the chorus? America! Where no-one knew or cared where you came from or what you might have done there. Where you could move on forever and never run out of space. Where if you were too hot you could always console yourself that in another part of the country people were freezing to death. And where, when things did get bad, the policemen would at least be wearing different uniforms and have differently-shaped truncheons to hit you with. If Jim was going to die in a gutter then let it be on The Bowery, not Manchester Road. At least he would have got there by a route of his own choosing.

         As he turned away from the cross he felt that he was no longer looking down on the streets of Bradford but already out to the open sea. He was no longer Jim Sharp – millhand or socialist – but a nameless man about to walk bandy-legged and unafraid into an unknown future. America! With any luck The People would not have reached there yet. And if he had anything to do with it they never would.

         Maguire had finished folding up the camera: his own legs were as stiff as the tripod’s. Fred took Jim’s arm. The three men inched down the steps and then turned back towards the road. It was impossible to remain angry with Fred for long. If only Jim could persuade him to come with him! But he knew that it would be a wasted effort. Jowett of Bradford would never leave his privy-mid-dens for a place that did not exist.

         Round the corner, parallel with the nave, they came across the other delegates, lined up facing the wall, wreathed in clouds of 45yellow steam. Those heroic bladders had finally given out. In the window above, a stained-glass patriarch was threatening them with his staff: Jim was relieved that Katharine Conway had evidently vanished back into the ether.

         “Hell and damnation, Comrades,” said Tom Maguire, straightening up from his coughing fit, “There’s the picture I should have taken.”
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            CHAPTER TWO

            IN THE BRAIN ROOM (1897)

         

         Jowett was standing outside The Jollity Theatre, watching the audience arrive. It was a flimsy but ornate building deep in the valley’s cleft where copper-hooped barrels and filthy wool had dammed up the waters of Bradford Beck. When things began to rot they were said locally to be stinking of jollity. On Sundays it was no longer a mere music-hall but home to the Labour Church Debating Society. The singers, comedians and dancing girls were still sleeping off their hangovers. There would be no further jollification until first house tomorrow.

         He leaned back against the blackened wall. It felt to be vibrating, as if it had somehow stored up the hopes and dreams of thousands of people. These stones were even more alive than those of the Cathedral, as if laughter might be a higher form of prayer. The statues in the parks were the best, though: you got a powerful jolt when you touched the rounded kneecaps of those two bare-shouldered nymphs who flanked a scowling Sir Robert Peel. In contrast, the crumbly bricks of Fred’s own house were lifeless and so were all the other ones in his street.

         Folk came streaming down the terraces: there would be a good turnout today. Fred’s attention was caught by one particular group, aligned like rugby forwards, who were pushing an unusual conveyance, part-handcart, part-perambulator. On it reclined what appeared to be the corpse of an emaciated man. As they passed, however, the eyes flickered open, bloodshot but piercingly blue. One bony hand clutched a small black notebook to its chest, whilst 47the fingers of the other scraped the pavement. The old Chartists used to place a cripple at the head of their demonstrations: Fred had imagined that this was a placatory gesture but now it struck him that it had been a reproach, an accusation or even a declaration of aggressive intent. The attendants were red-faced and sweating, despite the apparent lightness of their load, as if they had drawn it over the tops from Keighley.

         This ominous figure could only be one man. Advance reports of new arrivals in the movement were usually exaggerated – the dwarf and the giant would be separated by a few inches, Adonis and Quasimodo could pass for brothers – but in this case they had not told the half of it. Philip Snowden, The Lazarus of Cowling: a red-hot jingo who had fallen and hit his head and then woken up, a week later, as a fire-eating radical. He was said to live on roots and berries in a cave up on the moors. He would answer any question on history or economics and could do amazing sums in his head. He wrote a column in The Craven Pioneer under the by-line ‘Robin Redbreast’, in which he dismissed everyone not in the ILP as ‘parasitical murderers’. Above all, he was a spell-binding orator, although Fred could not imagine anything more than groans issuing from those thin grey lips. Once, a group of parasitical murderers had gone to give him the thrashing he deserved, only to retreat in disorder, shaking in every limb. They said that he had given them the Evil Eye, although surely nothing could be more intimidating than what was presumably his habitual expression. At least Jim Sharp would not have been able to make his customary observation that each new hope of the Labour movement looked and sounded exactly like the previous one.

         Jim had left last Spring, without a word. A comrade working at Liverpool Docks had seen him – “I’d have known them legs anywhere” – negotiating the gangplank of the Ivernia, bound for New York. Now Fred dreamed of his friend drowning – the face distorted, with streams of bubbles issuing from the mouth – even though his ship had safely arrived. So many of their best men had 48already been lost to drink or to the colonies or, like Tom Maguire, had died. Fred’s head would still turn, only to find that Jim was no longer at his side.

         There were unfamiliar faces in the Jollity queue: older people, unusually well-dressed, and more clergymen – not just the Unitarians but a good half of the Bradford diocese. Fred did recognize a group of small millowners from Lancashire with their managers, overlookers and wives: the Sugdens would never have let them in.
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