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Introduction



For far too long, writing that includes and draws upon features of regional dialects such as those of the English West Midlands has been routinely dismissed, ignored or simply silenced by the gatekeepers of mainstream culture. Editors, for example, may claim dialect is ‘off-putting’ to their readers or that work that communicates accent is difficult to read. We believe that this should not be the case.


This volume features contemporary writing that draws upon dialect in ways that exploit the potential of the narrative and poetic voice. Many of the pieces bring to life the silent histories and realities of a working class way of life in what was once this country’s industrial heartland. Other pieces are entirely contemporary, suggesting that literature in dialect will reflect the future as well as the past. From contemporary re-imaginings of the interwar decades of the 1920s and 1930s in Steven Knight’s TV series Peaky Blinders to Liz Berry’s prize winning poetry and up and coming new talent, this volume celebrates and gives voice to experiences rooted in the region that have largely lain at the margins.


The counties and urban areas that make up the English West Midlands encompass a rich and varied range of accents and dialects. Whilst a rich tradition of poetry and prose written in vernaculars of English exists within mainstream literature, very little of it is from the West Midlands. As Liz Berry points out in her reflective piece, even now Black Country and neighbouring Birmingham voices continue to top the polls as the least liked of all British accents and dialects. ‘We may not be thick, but we certainly sound it’, writes Paul McDonald, pointing out that there is something about the Birmingham and Black Country accents particularly that suggests this, in much the same way that blues music suggests misery. It is rare to hear, for example, a West Midlander on national television or radio, except as a comic voice or as a football pundit.


Associated with ignorance and lack of eloquence, it is hardly surprising that writers haven’t felt able to bring the region’s vernacular to the forefront of literature. Even when a writer such as Lisa Blower draws upon the very distinct Staffordshire Potteries dialect in her work, it does not always make the final draft, with editors claiming to find the dialect off-putting or there being ‘problems’ with tense. Attitudes towards regional accents and dialects of English are stubborn things, rooted in prejudices that go way back to the seventeenth century, and the ways in which English as a language was standardised, rooted in differences of social class.


In the UK, accent and dialect act as a proxy for social class. Social mobility since the 1970s has increased largely through education, with the corresponding growth of the middle class and shrinking of the working class. We don’t notice how we speak until we move outside of our immediate environments, usually by moving to a different town or city to go to college or university or, in the case of someone like Benjamin Zephaniah, to cities such as London or Manchester for the arts scene. If how we speak is ‘different’, then attention is drawn to this by others, and as Zephaniah acknowledges, he was unaware of being Brummie until he went to London.


This anthology offers a small selection of contemporary writing that is made more authentic and more enjoyable through its use of dialect and accent. Some pieces have been previously published but many have been commissioned especially for this anthology. The anthology also includes some writers from BAME communities, who bring an additional richness to the use of language in the West Midlands. We are particularly grateful to those contributors who have reflected on their use of accent and dialect through short essays, and for the two fascinating interviews with Benjamin Zephaniah and Julie Walters.


Our thanks to all the writers who contributed with such enthusiasm and to various copyright holders for permission to reprint some previously published work. This anthology has been a partnership between Aston University, Writing West Midlands and the publishers Nine Arches Press, and our thanks to colleagues in all three organisations for their support.


Professor Urszula Clark, Aston University


& Jonathan Davidson, Writing West Midlands


Joint Editors





Liz Berry




Homing



For years you kept your accent


in a box beneath the bed,


the lock rusted shut by hours of elocution


how now brown cow


the teacher’s ruler across your legs.


We heard it escape sometimes,


a guttural uh on the phone to your sister,


saft or blart to a taxi driver


unpacking your bags from his boot.


I loved its thick drawl, g’s that rang.


Clearing your house, the only thing


I wanted was that box, jemmied open


to let years of lost words spill out –


bibble, fittle, tay, wum,


vowels ferrous as nails, consonants


you could lick the coal from.


I wanted to swallow them all: the pits,


railways, factories thunking and clanging


the night shift, the red brick


back-to-back you were born in.


I wanted to forge your voice


in my mouth, a blacksmith’s furnace;


shout it from the roofs,


send your words, like pigeons,


fluttering for home.





Birmingham Roller



“We spent our lives down in the blackness…


those birds brought us up to the light.”


(Jim Showell – Tumbling Pigeons and the Black Country)


Wench, yowm the colour of ower town:


concrete, steel, oily rainbow of the cut.


Ower streets am in yer wings,


ower factory chimdeys plumes on yer chest,


yer heart’s the china ower owd girls dust


in their tranklement cabinets.


Bred to dazzlin in backyards by men


whose onds grew soft as feathers


just to touch you, cradle you from egg


through each jeth-defying tumble.


Little acrobat of the terraces,


we’m winged when we gaze at you


jimmucking the breeze, somersaulting through


the white breathed prayer of January


and rolling back up like a babby’s yo-yo


caught by the open donny of the clouds.


Black Country – Standard


yowm – you are


cut – canal


tranklement – bits & bobs or ornaments


ond – hands


jeth – death


jimmucking – shaking


babby – little child


donny – hand





Sow



“Dainty footwear turns a young lady into an altogether


more beautiful creature…”


(Etiquette for Ladies – Eliza Sell)


Trottering down the oss road in me new hooves


I’m farmyardy sweet, fresh from the filth


of straw an’ swill, the trembly-leg sniff


of the slaughter wagon. A guzzler, gilt.


Trollopy an’ canting. Root yer tongue beneath


me frock an’ gulp the brute stench of the sty.


I’ve stopped denying meself: nibbling


grateful as a pet on baby-leaves, afeared


of the glutton of belly an’ rump. I’ve sunk


an when lads howd out opples on soft city palms


I guttle an’ spit, for I need a mon


wi’ a body like a trough of tumbly slop


to bury me snout in.


All them saft years of hiding at ‘ome


then prancing like a pony for some sod to bridle


an’ shove down the pit, shying away


from ‘is dirty fists. All them nights,


me eyes rolling white in the dark when the sow I am


was squailin an’ biting to gerrout.


Now no mon dare scupper me,


nor fancy-arse bints, for I’ve kicked the fence


an’ I’m riling on me back in the muck,


out of me mind wi’ grunting pleasure,


trotters pointing to the heavens like chimdey pots,


sticking V to the cockerel


prissy an’ crowing on ‘is high church spire.


oss road – street


gilt – sow


canting – cheeky or saucy


guttle – chew


mon – man


saft – foolish


squalin – squealing or crying


bints – derogatory slang for girls





Bilston Enamels



Open me up


and peep at er inside,


Iris, head bowed in the factory


of er mom’s back room, painting a throstle


wi’ a brush med of a single black badger’s hair.


Allus summat romantic: turtley doves, Portmeirion,


This and the giver are thine forever. Fancy tranklements


for folk to hold the relics of their lives: an auburn curl,


a babby’s fust milk tooth like a Victorian sea pearl,


a gold ring, ticket stub, pinch of snuff, a folded


cutting from the Birmingham Post


about that lad who tumbled


like a pigeon from


the roof.


fust – first


tranklements – ornaments





Tipton-On-Cut



Come wi’ me, bab, wum to Tipton-on-Cut,


the real Little Venice, reisty and wild as the midden in August.


We’ll glide along Telford’s fabled waterways


on board Summat in the Waerter or Our Wench of Brum.


Or like Lady Godiva, we’ll trot in on an oss


who’s guttling clover at the edge of the bonk.


We’ll goo straight to the sweet cabbage heart of ‘local’:


shout ‘oiright’ to blokes lugging spuds in their allotments,


yawning in the dark to call centres and factories;


we’ll flirt wi’ Romeos, grooming at Tip’N’Cut,


sunning emselves to creosote fences down the tan shop.


We’ll blow a kiss to ower bostin native wenches:


owd uns, young uns, all dolled-up,


white as bingo-china or brown as the cut,


some wi’ their babbies and some with their bargains,


some salwaar’d in blue-pop and cherryade silk.


Come, let’s raise a toast to Aynuk in The Fountain


or Noah’s Ark with its pairs of china dogs and brass osses.


We’ll ate faggits and pays, batters, baltis,


crack ower molars on Sanjay’s Black Country Scratchings


then goo three rounds, bare-knuckle, in the Jubilee Park


wi’ a lad the spit of the Tipton Slasher,


whipping off ‘is trackie top in the randan


wet with sweat the flavour of Banks’s.


If we win, we’ll give thanks at the Holy Fires Baptist,


the hallowed ground of the Tipton Ladies,


the mosque all gemmed up gold and fairylit;


pay ower respects, with the owd boys,


at the crumbling altar of the BDF Steelworks.


Love, we’ll gather the finest gifts of the region:


an anchor, a cow pie, a tumbling pigeon,


that metal oss that prances by the railway crossing,


a wammel in every hue under the sun!


Then we’ll nightowl away in knees-up splendour:


kaylieghed, singing Oh Tiptonia


as we lie on ower baltied bellies on the towpath


to sup the moon, like the head of a pint,


from ower cut.


cut – canal


oss – horse


guttling – chewing


Aynuk – traditional Black Country comedy character


pays – grey peas


Tipton Slasher – famous Tipton bareknuckle boxer


Banks’ – Banks’ Bitter


randan – fight


wammel – dog esp mongrel


kayleighed – drunk





Tranklements, donkey-bite, jack-squalor: Liz Berry on Dialect



“When I first began writing poems in Black Country dialect it was like digging up my own Staffordshire Hoard. The area where I’d grown up, too often mocked for its accent and dialect, turned out to be a field full of spectacular words, sounds and phrases. Everywhere I looked the stuff of poetry was glinting out of the muck. Tranklements, donkey-bite, jack-squalor... It was utterly irresistible.


I wondered how its richness had remained hidden from the wider world of literature for so long. I’d read, and loved, a great deal of beautiful poetry in other vernaculars, Scots in particular, but very little that used the vernacular of my home region. There were Black Country joke books, dictionaries, comic verse and even a Black Country version of the bible, but very little lyric poetry, poetry which used the dialect to sing about deeper things: love, families, place, loss. Why? Was it something to do with the region and accent’s reputation perhaps? Like many dialects it has suffered over the years from being viewed as improper and inferior to standard forms of English. Even now, Black Country and neighbouring Birmingham voices continue to top polls as the least lovely in all the British Isles and it’s rare to hear a Black Country voice on television or radio, except as a comic voice. Negatively associated with ignorance and lack of eloquence, it’s hardly surprising that writers haven’t felt able to bring it to the forefront of literature.


Yet so many people who I love and have loved have spoken the language of the Black Country that it seemed to me a great injustice that it should be so neglected. When my grandmother (a strong dialect speaker) died, I found myself thinking a lot about the place she and I lived in, about its communities, its history, its language. Too few people were celebrating our home and our voices and so it felt important that I should try.


To begin, I needed to tune my ears to the right frequency. I spent hours listening to dialect being spoken by friends, relatives and old men in the pubs with their wammels and pints of Banks’ Bitter. I read the gospels in Black Country dialect – “God ud promised we wen Adam an Eve fust sinned thar a saivyer ud cum” – made my family groan with the Black Country Joke Book and was inspired by the lads whose local printing business had revived ‘The Black Country Alphabet’ – K is for Kaylied, T is for Tara-A-Bit… The language was thrilling: sometimes tough and muscular like clem-gutted (thin and miserable looking) or ommered (hammered), other times soft and delicate as jeth (death) and mither (bother or annoy).


I started tentatively writing poems which included a few dialect words, testing the boundaries, before attempting to write in my own version of Black Country. I use the word ‘version’ because the exciting and liberating thing about vernacular writing is its fluidity. Oral language is impossible to pin down, it’s a shape-shifting and constantly evolving creature, and so to write in a way that seeks to capture its spirit is to engage with that playfulness and willingness to make-new. I enjoyed mixing dialect and “standard” words together, experimenting with sound and meaning. I wove old, almost forgotten words in with new and invented words, wanting to carry them forward for a new generation of readers and speakers. Above all, I wanted the voices in the poems to feel alive and urgent and to let the thrill of the language lead me into new and unexpected places.


I found inspiration from other poets who used vernacular language. There’s a rich and rebellious history of vernacular writing, of poets and novelists reclaiming the language of their communities as the language of literature. I devoured the wonderful Faber Book of Vernacular Verse edited by Tom Paulin (its introduction alone is magical) and read contemporary vernacular poetry from writers as varied as Kathleen Jamie, Daljit Nagra, John Agard, Kei Miller and Katrina Porteous. I read novels in vernacular – Huckleberry Finn, God’s Own Country by Ross Raisin – and listened to music from groups like the wonderful Unthanks who use the vernacular of the North East in their songs. When vernacular writing works it makes everything seem zingy and alive, what Paulin lovingly describes as “the springy irreverent, chanting, quartzy, often tender and intimate, vernacular voice... a language impatient of print, an orality which seeks to fly through its authoritarian net”. Although much of the language was old, indeed writing using dialect is in many ways an act of preservation, it felt fresh and different, subversive somehow. Vernacular writing is an inherently political act and is often used to challenge ideas of standardisation and authority. As the little sow in my vernacular poem ‘Sow’ sticks up her trotters to the cockerel on the spire, her language also sticks up its trotters to standard English and the ways it represents and misrepresents the bodies and voices of working-class women.


There were important choices to be made. How could the poems capture the dialect in a way that felt convincing and recognisable to local readers without shutting out those from other regions? How to create poems which felt alive and not museum pieces? I wanted the poems to be open to all. The best poets are able to write about places that are very particular to them – think of Frost or Thomas – but do so in a way that opens them up to others, or makes readers think about their own homes and voices. Many of us know what it’s like to leave a place behind, or to be homesick, to love someone from somewhere, to long to go back and be the person you were. So I tried write about the Black Country using its vernacular, but for everyone. I gave a small glossary at the foot of each page in the book to make it easy for readers to understand and enjoy the new words. The question of phonetic spelling was a trickier one. Phonetic spelling can guide a reader to the correct pronunciation and give them a flavour of the accent but can be difficult and distracting to read. Through trial and error, I found a balance somewhere between the two, a few poems have elements of phonetic spelling mixed in with the standard whilst other poems are written entirely in the standard with only a word or two of dialect. It was a process of experimentation, constantly rewriting rules and being prepared to make mistakes.


The response to the poems and their use of Black Country dialect has been extraordinary and I’ve been so moved by it. What’s apparent is that vernacular writing still generates great emotional response in readers. It’s a challenging and surprising way of writing, even in today’s Britain, alive with multiple voices and vernaculars. Readers long to read and hear voices which feel vivid and real to them, to be transported by reading, shown other worlds. And perhaps this is why vernacular writing continues to enchant, to move us in ways that standard English alone cannot. Just as we marvelled at the treasures dug up from a rainy Staffordshire field, thrilled to discover news of life from a hidden world, so we take pleasure in the rich hoards of language held within communities. When poets use dialect, they lift this language to the light, show us its force and its beauty, reveal what it has to tell us about old and new, belonging and leaving, wum and away.”





Lisa Blower




Mr Briggs’s Next-Door Neighbour



It comforts Beth to imagine them as snails. In their slowness, their indifference. One day they will just retreat into their shells and never come out. A last moment of logic, she thinks, and their days of captivity end. She smooths out the crossword on her lap and doodles a kiln aside of the clues; shivers.


“Bit parky today, granddad. You want me to fetch your cardigan?”


He wants to know if she’s smuggled in his cigars.


“Not today, granddad. I didn’t bring my purse.”


Her mother watches her from the other side of the dayroom. To her, his disease is a parasite. It burrows into the bedrock of the soul. She finds herself willing him other illnesses to speed things up. On other days she wants to punch him. Remember my first steps? That first day at school when I clung onto the classroom door until my knuckles went white? Remember who you called shoeshine boy? You walked me only halfway down the aisle to him, dad, for me to come to my senses. Why can’t you?


He’d tell her he was picking coal at six. Bookie’s runner at eight and on the pot banks at fourteen. Moonlit in a chippy on a Friday and Saturday saving up the wages for a week in Rhyl and there she was standing behind a piece of glass. Then he’d lose the rhythm of remembering and ask her if she’d come to clean out the fryers.


“No dad. You sold the chippy after the fire, remember?”


In the evenings, Beth finds her mother googling unconventional medicines and finds why doesn’t he recognise me? in the search engine. He’s taken to calling her Mr Briggs’ next-door neighbour, as if she is the title of a book. Beth thinks this is lovely.


“You keep pushing him to feel something like you’re expecting a miracle,” she says.


Beth is sixteen and wears glasses for farsightedness. She’s always been able to see the bigger picture, Claire jokes, and hopes that Beth’s recent coffees with a boy with intense eyes doesn’t distract her. She’s been predicted eye-wateringly high grades in her GCSE’s and that is not always coffee on her breath that Claire smells.
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