

[image: cover]




[image: images]




 


 


 


 


For my family, then and now, but especially for Victoria, Anthony and Heather to read to their children and their children’s children and keep alive the memory of their ‘Papa’, Eric Joy.
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FOREWORD


My Family and Other Scousers has such charm and innocence. It tells of a young boy’s summer of adventure, when children had the freedom to play outside and use their imagination, taking them on great daredevil adventures where nothing was impossible.


We see how important family is, and how much they support and love each other. Young Deejay spends precious time with his beloved father on his milk round and revels in his family’s great affinity with their working horses.


We are taken on wonderful journeys through the district of Garston, described with such clarity and affection that, as a reader, you are transported there too. Being from Garston myself, it brought back many childhood memories for me.


My Family and Other Scousers is a pleasure to read, and you will feel privileged to have spent the summer of 1969 with the Joy family.





Rita Tushingham, 2014




PROLOGUE


‘You’re a dirty old man, Eck Joy,’ said me mum.


‘I’m not old!’ laughed me dad.


Some things never change.





The end of the 1960s was an exciting time to be an eleven-year-old. Liverpool born and bred, I had lived through a decade of social change, technological advancement and human achievement. Gone were the days of austerity and hardship that my mother would complain about every time she lectured us kids that we had never had it so good. On the cusp of what we expected to be an even more exciting decade, my friends and I looked to the future with huge doses of youthful optimism.


We already had first-class stamps on our letters and decimal coins in our pockets; ‘the pill’ was available on prescription; Francis Chichester had sailed – single handed – around the world; the first human heart had been transplanted; a few of us had colour television; and, of course, we all had the World Cup – and Thunderbirds. If you lived in Liverpool you were particularly proud, because us Scousers had the Beatles and Cilla Black and Rita Tushingham. Now, jumbo jets were set to fill the skies, Concorde was ready to fly faster than the speed of sound and, most exciting of all, Apollo 11 was speeding its way to the Rocky Raccoon, one step away from winning the space race.


Despite all of this, and even though the swinging changes of the Sixties really were ‘fab’, it was nice to know that some things, good things, did not change. From my earliest memory, Mum had always scolded Dad for being old in some way or another: a dirty old man, a miserable old bugger or a silly old fool. Dad always laughed when he gave his ritual denial. His laugh was reassuring. It meant that everything was okay – F.A.B. It meant that there was nothing going on in the world that we could not cope with, nothing bad enough to stop the laughter.




Chapter One


ONE SMALL STEP …


Dad had just walked out of the dock office after seeing someone ‘on business’. Lately, he had been seeing a lot of people ‘on business’. When adults used that phrase I knew it meant: ‘none of your business’. Nevertheless, I stood below the office window trying to earwig what was being said. I heard Dad laughing, but that was nothing out of the ordinary. Most of what I heard was just mumbling, though I had made out the word ‘cheque’ being used repeatedly. I presumed that this was something to do with paying for the sawdust.


He called ‘thank you’ to the half a dozen dock workers who had just helped carry the huge sacks of sawdust from the quayside saw mill and loaded them into the back of the milk van. They did not need to help; we could have managed by ourselves. They came out to look at the horse.


Now that my earwigging was done, I raced Dad back to the van, climbed in and sat myself on top of the sawdust sacks like ‘the King of the Castle’. I breathed in the warm scent of freshly cut timber. With two clicks of his tongue and a shake of the reins, Uncle George urged Danny to walk on.


Danny was the oldest of our three horses and he no longer did the milk rounds as often as Rupert and Peggy. It was a long haul up Dock Road and it was best for him to take his time. And time was something I felt we had in abundance: this was the first weekend of the six weeks that would make up the school summer holidays. Dad and I had risen at six o’clock and then cycled down Chapel Road to the dairy –– him on the road and me on the pavement. We had done the bottom round with Rupert and the top round with Peggy. Then, Dad and Uncle George had decided to squeeze in a sawdust run before lunch and take the opportunity to give Danny a bit of exercise.


I had done the rounds and the sawdust run on many occasions before, either at weekends or during school holidays. They were regular events for me, for my older sister, Ann, and for my younger brother, Billy. But this summer was going to be different. This was going to be the summer for which I had waited years. In the past, Ann had slept over at the dairy and spent whole days working with Dad. When I had asked for the same privilege I was told ‘You’re too young; you can when you’re older’. That became Mum and Dad’s stock answer, but I would not let the matter rest. Then, after what must have been two years of moithering, I applied a dose of logic to my argument. I pointed out that it was at the age of eleven that Ann was allowed to stay at the dairy. That was it, I had them – I could not possibly be too young any more.


Even so, it had taken them yonks to come to a decision. I could not understand why. Mum and Dad seemed to spend a ridiculous amount of time discussing it and what was more, they would go into the front room to discuss it; we only used the front room at Christmas or when we had guests. If I walked in, they would immediately cease their conversation, so I knew they were talking about it. Why the big debate? This was not exactly a life-changing event and quite frankly I thought it was taking favouritism a bit too far. But finally, my request was acceded to and arrangements were put in place for the coming summer: I would accompany Dad to work whenever I liked (within reason) and in the middle of the holidays I would sleep over at the dairy. This was my first day working at the dairy. One day I would do this for a living, but for now this was one small step in that direction.


I took great delight in being there, working with the horses and spending time with the adults, especially with my dad. He was one of those people who had been vaccinated with a gramophone needle – he loved to talk and I loved to listen. He seemed to know so much and seemed to take pride in letting you know how much he knew. Mum called him the ‘Encyclopedia Eck-tannica’ – ‘full of useless information’, she said. I did not think it was useless, though – I thought it was fascinating, even though I had heard most of his stories many times before. I was already well practiced at getting him started. I just had to ask him a question. It was like switching on the radiogram, generating a constant stream of verbal information. On this particular morning, these question-and-answer exchanges between the two of us made up for Uncle George’s usual abstinence from conversation. Dad described Uncle George as being ‘a backbencher’, which meant he did not say much. He would say just enough to communicate his meaning – no more and no less. For most of the time, this consisted of the word ‘Aye’. But somehow, Uncle George was able to make that one word mean different things, depending on the context: an affirmation, a question, a complaint, a criticism, a request, a lament – even an expletive!


The dockworkers stood in a line, watching as we began the long walk back up Dock Road. There were six of them and they looked like the Trumpton Fire Brigade. The jingle ‘Pugh! Pugh! Barney McGrew! Cuthbert! Dibble! Grubb!’ popped into my head. It nearly popped out of my mouth, but I bit it back – I was too old now for that sort of stuff. From my throne of sacks I could see them through the open sides of the covered van and they were all smiling. There was something about a working horse that made people smile.


‘Gerroff an’ milk it!’ shouted the youngest of the group.


‘Ah! There’s a wit and a half!’ Dad called in reply as he stood in the doorway of the van and waved to acknowledge the would-be comedian. ‘Or maybe just a half-wit,’ he chuckled to us. ‘Hell! You’d think they’d never seen a ruddy horse.’


‘Aye,’ agreed Uncle George.


I knew what Dad meant by that. I had heard him talk about it many times before. He had told me how generations of selective breeding had given carters the perfect partner with which to ply their various trades and how, for 250 years, the working horses of Liverpool had carried this great port on their backs. At their peak there were 20,000 of them working the city streets. But, by the 1960s most had been displaced by the internal combustion engine (or ‘infernal combustion engine’, according to Uncle George). A horse working the streets had become a rare sight. Dad said that horses had helped man deliver the industrial revolution and it was quite appropriate that the nineteenth century had been christened ‘The Age of the Horse’. He also said how quickly we of the twentieth century had forgotten that debt.


‘Did we have to pay for it?’ I asked, referring to the sawdust.


‘No, we get it Freeman, Hardy & Willis,’ replied Dad. ‘It’s just waste to the saw mill people, a by-product that they can’t use. In fact, it would cost them money to have it taken away. So they’re happy for it to be taken for nowt and we’re happy to take it for nowt. That way everyone is happy. Besides, it’s grand for soaking up horse pee. Once it’s soaked, it’s so easy to sweep up and then put on the midden with the rest of the horse muck.’ He laughed when he said the word ‘pee’ and so did I. ‘Just think,’ he went on, ‘timber comes into this port from all over the world just for Danny, Rupert and Peggy to pee on it!’ We both laughed again.


Uncle George gave two loud sneezes. He tucked the reins under his arm and pulled a dirty rag of a handkerchief out of his pocket. He blew hard and his catarrh sounded as thick as the oil slick on the Cast Iron Shore.


‘Hell’s bells,’ laughed Dad. ‘They can send a man to the moon, but they can’t find a cure for the common cold!’


‘Aye,’ observed Uncle George.


Danny walked on. The needs of your horse always take priority and Danny needed to pace himself. There was plenty of room for any docks traffic to pass us, so we were not holding anyone up, but we were travelling fast enough to overtake any pedestrians.


‘Ay-yup,’ called Dad. ‘Here’s your Uncle Sid.’


I looked out the left side of the van and could see the back of Uncle Sid. He was walking home, wearing a donkey jacket over his overalls and smoking a pipe. He operated the big crane next to North Dock.


‘G-o-o-o-o-d morning Syd-e-ny,’ Dad announced as we drew alongside.


‘Mornin’, Eck,’ acknowledged Uncle Sid, without breaking stride.


‘Mornin’, Uncle Sid,’ I called and waved to him. He smiled, cocked his head and winked at me as we passed him by.


‘Must have caught the early tide to be going home now,’ Dad suggested.


‘Aye,’ agreed Uncle George.


‘He’s not really me uncle, is he?’ I said.


‘No, he’s my cousin,’ replied Dad.


‘Explain it to me aggen, how that works,’ I pleaded.


‘Oh, alright then,’ he sighed with false reluctance, before enthusiastically rattling it off. ‘My mother, your nana, was Ellen Savage before she married my dad, your granddad, Percy Joy. Nana had two sisters, Sarah and Annie, and one brother, Sam. Sam Savage married Alice Whiteside and they had seven children: Doris, Stanley, Joseph, George, Margaret, Gordon and Sydney. That makes Sydney my cousin.’


I found family trees so confusing but Dad was able to recite them by heart – every root and branch, going back for generations. He could even provide you with dates of births and deaths. I was amazed at how he kept it all in his head.


We trundled over the two unmanned railway crossings without sight of a train. Dock Road cut a beeline across the railway sidings that served the dockland. We referred to the land between the high street and the docks as ‘the goods yards’ or ‘the goodsies’. The railway sidings branched across this piece of land like the veins of a leaf, moving goods in and out, connecting Garston Docks to the trunk of the country. According to the Encyclopedia Eck-tannica, there were ninety-three miles of railway sidings serving the docks.


Danny walked on. The last level crossing, at the top of Dock Road, was a manned crossing. As we approached it the signalman came down from the signal box and pulled the big white gates across the road. Uncle George pulled up Danny just short of the gates. After a minute or two the trucks appeared. They were all carrying a load of stone chippings, or ‘Irish confetti’ as it was known. There was a fairly long train of them, being shunted from the rear by one of the new diesels. They were very noisy as they clattered over the crossing. Danny stood as still as a statue.


‘Don’t the trucks frighten him, even just a bit?’ I said.


‘No,’ replied Dad, ‘he’s a true Irish Vanner and a good’un at that.’


‘Aye,’ confirmed Uncle George.


Danny, Rupert and Peggy were all Irish Vanners. The term ‘Vanner’ referred to a breed of horse created specifically to pull gypsy caravans or tradesmen’s wagons. Characteristically, they were strong and mobile and could maintain a steady, economical gait for hours at a time; they were intelligent and took instruction very easily with quick response; they could live on limited grazing and had a calm temperament; they were uniform in colour but with the occasional white face marking and had a good feather of hair on each leg. Danny was a bay, Rupert a chestnut and Peggy a black. All three had white face blazes.


The signalman put his hand up to us to indicate that there was another train coming. We waited. This time the diesel was at the front, pulling timber trucks, loaded with white, cut planks and beams. I so preferred the steam engines with their clock-face front ends, their great wheels, their rods and pistons and their smell of coal and steam. They had so much character, like the engines in the hand-sized ‘Railway Series’ books I used to borrow from Garston Library – but I was too old now for that sort of stuff. Over the last couple of years we had said a sad farewell to the impressive steam locos, as one by one they had been replaced by the impersonal diesels whose only feature of note was their wasp-striped rear ends.


‘No more puffin’ billies then,’ I sighed.


‘No. And it’ll all be changing again with this containerisation idea,’ warned Dad.


‘Aye,’ lamented Uncle George.


‘What’s containerizashun?’ I said.


‘It’s the transportation of all goods in large steel containers, which can be put onto ships or can be loaded onto trains or lorries,’ replied Dad. ‘it will probably mean the end of lots of stevedore jobs on the docks.’


‘Who’s ‘Stevie Door’?’


‘Not ‘Stevie Door’,’ laughed Dad. ‘Stevedores. The men who load and unload the ships.’


‘Oh. Does that mean Uncle Sid?’


‘I don’t think so,’ Dad mused. ‘They will probably still need cranes to load and unload the containers from the ships.’ He blew out his cheeks and then announced ‘All change!’ in mimicry of a platform conductor.


‘Aye,’ mourned Uncle George.


The signalman opened the gates and waved us on. He stood and admired the sight as Danny pulled us over the crossing and up towards the traffic lights at the top of the village. The lights changed to green as we reached them. The oncoming traffic passed us and Uncle George gave two clicks and a slap of the reins. Danny broke into a trot as Uncle George pulled him round to turn right onto St Mary’s Road and into the hubbub of the village.




Chapter Two


WELLINGTON DAIRY


Garston village was always an anthill of shopping activity. It sat on a slope running approximately east to west. The busy high street, St Mary’s Road, ran from the top to the bottom of the slope and was the backbone of the village. St Mary’s Road was not a wide road, just a single carriageway, but it carried the load of a busy dockland as well as being part of the main riverside route into the south of the city of Liverpool. Huge lorries and No. 500 double-decker buses thundered up and down the village just a few feet away from the busy shoppers who crowded the narrow pavements on either side of the high street.


Uncle George kept Danny at a trot so that we would not hold up the village traffic. The pavements on both sides of the village were heaving; it was a Saturday and so the usual footfall of daily shoppers was swelled by those who worked weekdays. Plus, it was the beginning of the summer holidays. There was an expectant excitement in the air, a bit like the countdown of shopping days before Christmas – but without the snow.


The clop of Danny’s metal-shod hooves cut through the clamour of pedestrians and vehicles and rang out to announce our coming. It was always the same when we trotted down the village: people would look up, heads would turn and faces would smile. It was as if we rode along creating a bow wave of cheer that broke over folk as we passed by. Some would acknowledge us with a nod or a wave. Dad seemed to know everyone.


‘Mornin’ Tom.’


‘’Ow do Betty.’


‘Ay-up Bill.’


‘Aye-aye Tubs.’


Then, as we approached the zebra crossing by Moss Street, he spotted Mum weaving her way through the sea of shoppers. He raised his cap and called, ‘Good afternoon, Alice Joy!’ Mum frowned and mouthed the words ‘silly old fool’.


‘I’m not old!’ Dad laughed back.


Seeing Mum there brought back memories of my younger years, when she would ‘take’ me shopping. I used to be led through the shopping flotilla, held firmly by the wrist. This was to ensure that I did not get lost in the crowd or worse still, find my way under one of the thundering lorries. Mum had the knack of finding the rip tides within this flow of humanity and being able to quickly side-step and overtake. It was one of those survival skills she had acquired in her adolescence and had honed through years of practice. It was a skill that I was soon to acquire, but at that time I would merely bounce around in her wake like a rubber dinghy being towed behind a speedboat. For every one step she took I would fit in three or four. I was too small to see above the waves of pedestrians, so I had no sight of where we were heading. I would just focus on Mum’s back and concentrate on keeping my feet moving under me. Thankfully, I was too old now for that sort of stuff.


Uncle George had Danny pull up at the ‘zebra’ and in a couple of strides Mum caught up with us.


‘Can we give you a lift, Al?’ Dad asked her. She thought about it with pursed lips.


‘Yeah, come on Mum, gerron board,’ I enthused.


‘“Gerron”? It’s “get on,”’ she corrected me and then conceded to Dad, ‘Oh, go on then,’ as if she was doing us a favour. She checked the traffic and then stepped off the kerb.


‘Give us a second, George,’ said Dad.


‘Aye,’ confirmed Uncle George.


Dad gave her his hand. ‘Allez-up!’ he said as he pulled her up. Mum groaned with the strain of it. ‘Welcome aboard, madam,’ he mocked.


‘Oh, thank you kindly, sir,’ Mum reciprocated. She had an embarrassed smirk on her face as she sat down at the front of the van. This was great. I had never before seen Mum in the van. ‘The last time I did this was before you were born,’ she said to me. ‘That was the week Dad had scarlet fever and I did the rounds with Uncle George, didn’t I, George?’


‘Aye,’ replied Uncle George, before giving two clicks to get us underway once more.


Mum smirked at Uncle George’s typically limited conversation and Dad and I just beamed at her, knowingly. Dad commented on how busy the village was today and Mum agreed. ‘I’ve been to all three butchers and they’ve all sold out of Cumberland sausage. So, we’re having Finnyaddy for tea.’


We looked out at the busy street scene as it scrolled past the sides of the van. The high street’s two parallel facades of shoebox-sized shop fronts were interrupted by side streets. At these street corners stood a pub or bank or other larger store. The side streets to the west were all short cul-de-sacs truncated by the railway and docklands. But to the east lay a gridiron matrix of streets, all interconnected by entries and alleyways, or ‘jiggers’ as we called them. Most of the properties in the side streets were terraced houses, but randomly dropped in amongst these would be a small block of shops, a pub or a tradesman’s yard.


We passed Heald Street with its police station, and then slowed to a walk to turn into Wellington Street. Dad stood at the nearside doorway of the van and gave a hand signal to indicate our intention to turn left. Wellington Street was one of those many side streets off St Mary’s Road. It was connected in the gridiron to James Street, via Wood Street and Duke Street. We turned left into Wellington Street and then took a right into Duke Street.


On one side of the Duke Street/Wellington Street junction was a pub, unsurprisingly called ‘The Duke of Wellington Hotel’. On the other side of the junction stood Wellington Dairy. There was a large sign on the building, which proudly announced in gold letters:





Wellington Dairy


A Joy & Sons


Farmers and Cowkeepers


Est. 1863





It was a family business run by my dad, my granddad and my great-uncle George. Dad referred to them as ‘The Three Musketeers’ – one day I would join them, like D’Artagnan! They all had farming in their blood and all possessed a love of working with horses. The family had its roots in the Yorkshire Dales and the elder family members still spoke with a Dales dialect. This influence had the effect of taking the edge off Dad’s Scouse accent; he was a mixture of Scouser and Dalesman. In their labours the musketeers did not wear overalls or denims. They preferred the traditional three-piece workingman’s suit (a ‘three-piecer’). Their transportation was also traditional. None of the musketeers drove a car. The business was dependant on original horsepower.


‘Oh, tell me aggen, Dad. Who was A. Joy?’ I pleaded.


‘“Aggen”? It’s “Again”,’ stressed Mum.


‘He was your great grandfather, Anthony Joy. I called him me “papa”,’ Dad began. ‘His dad was Daniel Joy and his son was your granddad, Anthony Percival Joy; I’m Anthony Eric Joy and you’re Anthony David Joy.’


‘So “A. Joy” is like a family tradition, then?’ I suggested.


‘Aye. You could say that,’ shrugged Dad.


‘It’s nothing to do with tradition,’ interjected Mum. ‘It was so that when a member of the family kicked the bucket, they wouldn’t need to fork out to have the sign repainted.’


‘Ah, shrewd businessmen, the Joys,’ declared Dad.


‘Aye,’ snorted Uncle George.


‘Shrewd businessmen, my eye,’ argued Mum. ‘A bunch of miserable old buggers, more like.’


‘We’re not old,’ laughed Dad.


We pulled into the cobbled stable yard. They weren’t actual ‘cobbles’ – according to the Encyclopedia Eck-tannica, they were ‘stone-sets’ – but everyone called them ‘cobbles’. One end of the yard had two large gates that opened on to Duke Street and it had a number of outbuildings on the other three sides: the lean-to, the shippon, the water house, Danny’s stable, the old stable and the brick midden. Rupert and Peggy were stabled in the shippon. Danny had his own stable.


The three horses were employed in pulling one of three vehicles. The first was the large four-wheeled covered van in which we had just been travelling. It was painted red and cream, once bright, now faded. There were no seats, just a raised box over the front axle. You drove it standing up with the reins coming through a window at the front of the van. It was kept in the yard. The second was a traditional two-wheeled open milk float, painted in black and gold with a single access between two seats at the rear. This was garaged in the lean-to. Next to the midden was stored the third vehicle: the four-wheeled muck wagon. Its sole purpose was for carrying, well, muck; that is, the contents of the midden, which was emptied about five times a year. The wagon had no seats. When it had a full load, Dad would just throw a blanket over the muck and sit on that. ‘Where there’s muck, there’s money,’ he would say. I had never ridden the muck wagon. As far as I was concerned, no amount of money was worth that.


Dad jumped down from the van, chocked a wheel and then helped Mum to alight. ‘Are you coming in for a cuppa tea, Al?’


‘No thank you,’ she replied. ‘I’ve not long had me elevenses and now I’m on my way to church to do the brasses.’


‘Are you not even coming in to say “Hello”?’


‘You’re joking! What do they want to see me for?’ she said, with an empty laugh. And then conceded: ‘I’ll see them when I get back.’


‘Alright then,’ said Dad.


‘I’ll see you later, chuck,’ she called to me.


‘F.A.B.’ I replied.


She walked briskly out of the yard and turned out of sight down Duke Street. ‘A lady in a hurry,’ said Dad as we watched her go. We turned back towards the van to see that Uncle George had unhitched Danny and was examining the horse’s left foreleg. ‘Anything wrong, George?’ Dad enquired.


‘Aye,’ declared Uncle George. ‘A touch of lame. Heard it coming down the village.’


‘Let’s have a look at you then, me old fella-me-lad,’ said Dad as he slapped Danny on his rump and then followed as Uncle George led the horse into the stable.


I was about to follow also, when there was a shout from the street and I turned to see six mischievous faces in the gateway to the yard; it was the Duke Street Kids. ‘Deejay! Alright la!’ called Tubs. ‘Are you coming crocodile racing?’




Chapter Three


THE MAGNIFICENT SEVEN


Spending time at the dairy was not just about working with Dad. I also had a gang of friends who lived locally – ‘the Duke Street Kids’. In the weekly comic The Beano, there was a strip about a gang of kids known as ‘the Bash Street Kids’. They were quite a motley crew of extreme types. We did not consider ourselves to be quite as extreme or quite as motley, but we did like the idea of being in a gang that had an identity (‘Join our mob and yer’ll get ten bob!’). So, with a complete absence of imagination, we called ourselves ‘The Duke Street Kids’. We were: Tubs, Shithead, Falco, Trebor and me, Deejay. We were all aged eleven and had just finished our last year at primary school. Our numbers were boosted by two honorary members: Uncle Robert and Bonzo, who were two years older than the rest of us (but, who had attended the same primary school). Seven in all – The Magnificent Seven!


Tubs was my bezzie mate. Because I had visited the dairy when I was younger, we knew each other even before we began primary school together. He lived over the betting shop on James Street and he had the biggest collection of badges you could ever have seen; because he had uncles in the forces, he had badges from all over the world. He kept them all in a big round biscuit tin. Due to the size of his ample waist, Tubs always seemed to wear pants that were too long for him. The rest of us had pants that came halfway down the thigh, but his came down to his knees. Even so, his pants were still tight around his full backside. We had a vague theory that there must have been a relationship between Tubs’ weight, the tightness of his pants and the function of his digestive system because, more so than anyone else we knew, he was able to produce the most explosive, rip-snorting farts. He would usually give notice of an impending bodily eruption by quoting from Gerry Anderson: ‘Thunderbirds are Go!’ or ‘Stand by for Action!’ or even ‘Anything could happen in the next half hour!’ Then, once delivered, he would immediately burst into loud, goofy laughter that was totally contagious and would have us all rolling around tearful and breathless. When he wasn’t laughing or farting, he tried very hard to be serious. He would hold his head high, purse his lips and stroke his chin as if he was doing some heavy thinking. He thought it made him look important. We thought it made him look hilarious.


Trebor lived in Wood Street. He had never-combed mousy hair, freckles and knobbly knees. We called him Trebor because it sounded like his name, Trevor, and because of the advertising jingle, ‘Trebor Mints are a minty bit strongerrrr …’ to which, with great invention he had added ‘… stick ’em up yer bum and they last a bit longerrrr!’ When he sang that to us for the first time, we fell about – and the name stuck. He collected beer mats and had mounted them in an old photo album, from where they proclaimed such important messages as: ‘A Double Diamond works wonders!’ or ‘Guinness is good for you!’ or ‘It looks good, tastes good, and by golly …’ Most of his beer mats came from his mum, who worked behind the bar at The Duke of Wellington. Rumour had it that Trebor’s dad also spent time behind bars – but I don’t think he ever brought any beer mats home with him.


Trebor was bezzie mates with Shithead, who lived in Wellington Street. Shithead was blonde – blonde hair, blonde eyebrows and blonde eyelashes. Shithead’s real name was Brian. He was called ‘Shithead’ because his favourite word was ‘shit’ and because he collected, well, shit. Really! His collection consisted of a variety of animal droppings, each kept in a screw-capped jam jar and hidden in the outside lavvy at the bottom of his yard. Originally he had jars labelled as ‘Rabbit’, ‘Guinea Pig’, ‘Dog’, ‘Cat’ and of course, ‘Horse’. But, after the circus had visited Garston Park, new jars had appeared labelled ‘Zebra’, ‘Sea lion’, ‘Elephant’, ‘Tiger’ and ‘Camel’. Shithead swore to us all that these were genuine samples, but Falco said that all the jars should have been labelled ‘Bull’.


Falco lived in Duke Street. He looked like Paul McCartney and all the girls fancied him. When he walked he bounced up and down like he had springs in his heels. He was called Falco because it was short for his surname: Falkland. He collected marbles and kept them in a drawstring cloth bag. He had hundreds of them: ‘ollies’, ‘gobstoppers’, ‘steelies’, ‘stonies’, ‘creamies’, ‘aggies’, ‘bumblebees’, ‘cat’s-eyes’, ‘tigers’ and ‘marmalisers’.


Falco lived next door to Uncle Robert, who really was Falco’s uncle even though he was only two years older; Uncle Robert was Falco’s mum’s younger brother. Once we found this out we called him ‘Uncle Robert’ as a skit, but the name had stuck and we no longer thought anything of it. We all called him ‘Uncle Robert’. He had crew-cut sandy brown hair and bandy legs. His pride and joy was his collection of picture cards from Brooke Bond tea. He had multiple albums full of sets of cards on every subject imaginable. He also had a couple of albums that his granddad had collected, but we weren’t allowed to handle these because his mum said they were too valuable.


Uncle Robert was bezzie mates with Bonzo. Bonzo was big for his age. He had been the only kid to wear long pants before he left primary school. A mop of jet-black curly hair topped his broad smiling face and his thick eyebrows met above his nose like two hairy caterpillars in a head-on collision. He always wore the same red jumper, even in summer. He claimed that it was the only one that fitted him. The reason it still fitted him was because his nan would add more rows of knitting each time he grew a couple of inches taller. His passion was building Airfix model aircraft and he had dozens of them suspended by cotton from his bedroom ceiling, all frozen in a dogfight moment.


Whatever we did together, it inevitably turned into a competition of some sort or other. Who was the strongest or the toughest? Who could run the fastest or jump the furthest? Who could fart the loudest or pizz the highest? Bonzo was better than all of us at everything but he never bragged about it or imposed his will on us; he was a gentle giant. I could compete with the other lads at most things physical. I once had a school report that said I could ‘run like the wind’. However, it was generally known that when it came to fighting, I couldn’t punch a hole in a wet Echo. Whenever the possibility of a fight raised its head, I would get a severe case of butterflies. I reckoned they must have been cabbage whites – cowardy-custard cabbage whites. The nervous tension would shake in my knees and well up behind my eyes. I had developed three strategies when faced with the prospect of a fight. Strategy number one was to apologise and beg forgiveness; I found that people were less likely to hit you if you were pathetic. Strategy number two was to crack a joke; I found that people were less likely to hit you when they were laughing. Strategy number three was to run like the wind; I found that people were less likely to hit you when you were – somewhere else. These strategies did not make me feel any better; I still knew that I was a cowardy-custard cabbage white.


The Duke Street Kids always looked forward to my visits to the dairy because then we could all play in the stable yard and outbuildings. But we did not limit our activities to the business premises – the streets of Garston were just as much our playground. The best places for kids to play were the jiggers. They were virtually free of pedestrians and vehicles and provided a labyrinth of red-brick walls and quarried-stone flagging; sometimes following the slope and at other times following the level contours.


Our favourite game was ‘crocodile racing’; it was our version of ‘follow-my-leader’. Each of us Duke Street Kids would have a bike. The idea was to set off in a crocodile and for the leader to lose as many of the trailing pack as possible. On a few occasions I had ‘borrowed’ Dad’s milk bike from the stable yard lean-to. It was fitted front and rear with two angled-iron cradles; each designed to take a milk crate. It was a bike on an industrial scale. Although it seemed to weigh a ton, through secretive practising in the stable yard and shippon, I had learned to keep my balance on it – but only just. I was not quite tall enough to reach the pedals from the saddle, so I had to ride it standing up. I had christened it ‘The Beast’! Why? Well, because it was a beast of a thing with a mind of its own, and once it gained momentum there followed a battle of wills between it and me as to what would happen next.


The seven of us would scream around the jiggers in the wild excitement of the chase. None of us had bikes with gears, so we would cycle uphill with innocent determination, recover along the flat, career downhill and then turn to assault the next slope. In the narrow jiggers we were inches away from the brick walls and oblivion. On our elbows, knuckles, shoulders and bare knees we all carried the scars and scabs of close encounters with catastrophe. Despite the danger, none of us had ever really come a cropper – though Tubs’ elder sister had once come off while trying to ride down the church steps and she had broken a collarbone. Now that was a really stupid thing to do. The church steps comprised four flights down a stairway of solid sandstone rock. We called them the ‘Death Steps’ because adolescent legend had it that a drunk had gotten himself so kaylied one New Year’s Eve that after midnight communion he had fallen down the steps, smashed his head open at the bottom and spilled his brains out onto the pavement – dead drunk!


When racing, we would hang on for dear life and scream all the way to the bottom of a sloping jigger before braking at the last possible moment and negotiating the next ninety-degree turn. Our cries would bounce off the stone walls and warn all of our approach. We each had our own signature. Tubs and me were both keen ‘Fandersons’ so he would sing the ‘Thunderbirds March’ and I, the theme tune from Stingray. Trebor would yodel Ron Ely Tarzan calls, Falco would cry ‘Geronimo!’ and Uncle Robert would do the ‘Nee-na’ mimic of Z-Cars police sirens. As for Shithead, well he would just shout ‘Shiiiiiiiiit!’ at every opportunity, and that would always make us laugh for some reason. Bonzo’s used to be the theme tune from Bonanza, but since he left primary school he had dispensed with the need for a signature tune. Perhaps he thought he was too old now for that sort of stuff. If we encountered any unfortunate pedestrians they would flatten themselves against gateways and either cheer or curse as we flew past them like a blur of whooping Comanches in a John Wayne western.
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