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PROLOGUE


‘Ouch!’

The boy had tripped over some unseen obstacle, a loose coal or stone.

A transient pain to his right hip, caused by the fall, soon gave way to sheer horror. In trying to steady himself, the naked candle he was holding had flown out of his hand and landed at the foot of a dusty cloth brattice. It was aflame in an instant; caked in coal dust it was a natural fire accelerant. 

What should he do? Try and put it out, or call for help?

The choice had been made for him. In the space of thinking about his next action, the rest of the thin barrier had become a wall of fiery light; its angry sulphurous fingers had already reached out across the floor, and even further along the seam’s ceiling, carried by the now uncontrolled flow of air. A life-preserving ventilation screen no longer. 

He shouted and then ran.

‘Fire!’ ‘Fire!’ ‘Fire!’

Hundreds of yards deeper into the cannel seam, still well beyond the source of the threat, a look of concern had appeared on Joseph Bye’s face. He turned to his nearest companion, George Gerrard. 

‘Can tha smell it?’

George Gerrard turned his head towards the route out. 

‘Smoke.’ 

Concern turned to horror on both men’s faces. Having dropped their tools, they could now hear the vague sounds of a commotion in the distance. The tunnel carried the noise but also acted to muffle its sounds.

There was no time to waste. They had to act. 

‘Quickly!’ said Bye.

No explanation was needed. Gerrard followed his work mate, both moving as fast as they could in the dark, and increasingly smoke-filled tunnel. It was unsaid, but they knew already that their very lives were at stake. 

Minutes later they joined others who had also been working beyond the flames, deep in the pit. Some were coughing, others praying, and yet others were shouting for help. 

Bye dropped to the floor, where the air was marginally better than at standing height. 

‘We can’t stay ‘ere!’ shouted Bye.

He was addressing everyone within earshot, but only his mate seemed to pay any attention. The others, both men and boys, seemed frozen in fear. All could hear the sounds of a possible rescue, an unknown number of yards away, and had seemingly already decided that to wait was their only choice.

Not Bye. He knew that the smoke was as much of a threat as the fire itself.

“We shan make a run for it,” he shouted.

Gerrard nodded.

‘Now!’

About the only luck they had was that it was January and he had worn an old coat as protection from the snow that morning. Holding it over his head, and bent low, he started to move as briskly as the flames would allow. George Gerrard followed in like manner. Within the space of a minute Bye cried out.

‘Men on’t floor!’

There wasn’t enough time to undertake anything other than a cursory check, but all looked like life had already passed. Bye counted at least eight bodies in all. 

Sixty or so yards into their ordeal and both men had to drop from a crouch into a crawl. They coughed uncontrollably as the heat became unbearable, scorching through their thin garments and searing any exposed skin. But to survive both knew that they had to carry on. 

Another twenty or so yards and men’s voices could clearly be heard.

Bye cried out.

‘Elp! Help!’

‘Where is thee!’ came the reply.

‘Eer, eer, me an’ another,’ replied Bye.

Bye kept crawling, leaving Gerrard some yards behind him.

‘I can sithee!’ cried out one of the would-be rescuers. 

Two unknown men had covered themselves in wet cloths and had entered the conflagration. Upon reaching them, only a matter of yards away from sanctuary, each had grabbed an evacuee and dragged them to rescue. 

Bye tearfully accepted the water offered by his saviour. He started, almost incoherently, an uncharacteristic prayer of thanks. Overcome by the experience and clearly in pain from the burns, it would be some hours before he became aware that his friend, George Gerrard, had been less lucky. He had almost made it, only succumbing a matter of yards from safety. 

Tuesday 23 January 1877 had been a day Stone Hill Colliery would never forget. 



Chapter 1

CHRISTMAS 1891

The rail journey from Bury to Farnworth was not a long one, and the only decision Austin had to make was whether to take the Bolton route, changing at Bolton’s Trinity Street station, or the Manchester route, changing at Clifton. It made little difference in time, leaving the principle criteria for a choice – variety. Today that choice had been via Bolton, stopping at Radcliffe, Bradley Fold and Darcy Lever, before a change in Bolton. For most people it would have mattered little but Austin had the mind of a technician. He liked detail, and would often savour consideration of the minutiae of daily living and how things worked. 

He was a collier like his father but he was also a militia man in the Lancashire Fusiliers. As he wasn’t a regular, Austin was not subject to the full rigours of army life. He might have earned less than a full-time serviceman but his pay was still a useful supplement to the subsistence wages paid to miners. All he needed to do to earn it was to undertake a few weeks of training per year, and to undertake short service or instruction when required. And the army had also helped him achieve his ambition of working with engines; obtaining a few skills that would soon be useful in his regular work. For most of December he had been training with his army pals at the Wellington Barracks in Bury, but Christmas had brought a welcome respite from the oftentimes drudging routines of military life. His last posting, earlier in 1891, had been in Glasgow, Maryhill to be exact, towards the north of the city. In late spring he returned to civilian life but in November he had been told that his unit would be posted to Belfast soon in 1892, and that some preparatory training would be required. It would be a few short weeks back in the barracks and then over the Irish Sea to Northern Ireland for a few more weeks. 

He thought that he would enjoy a change despite the inevitable disruption it thrust upon family life. 

Time with his family would be precious, as would a planned liaison with Emma, the woman he struggled to meet privately even when he was in Farnworth. Ironically, when he was serving, he often felt closer to her. She would write on a weekly basis proffering news of home, her family, and sometimes his. It had become as much a romance by pen and ink, but no less of a romance for that. A sometimes distant life in the British Army, tempered by the mellifluously toned strokes of italic script telling of news ‘back home’, always fuelled a yearning to see her again. She even wrote when he was posted in barracks in Bury. 

As the train passed over the Darcy Lever Viaduct, the rhythmic clatter of engine wheels against track, steel on steel, increased in volume, mirroring a similar increase in his sense of excitement and anticipation; every inch brought him closer to home.

‘Pheeeep! Pheeeep!’

The steel beast carrying Austin and a hundred other passengers had exclaimed its arrival at Trinity Street in Bolton. His motley travelling companions, like Austin, who would have also paid threepence or so for a cheap ticket to the heart of Lancashire’s cotton industry, began readying themselves for escape. A minute later and the train’s brakes were fully applied; its wheels squealed, and engine and carriages shuddered to an abrupt halt. A whistle from the platform, and the doors of each carriage opened and started disgorging its now animated passengers. Austin recovered his travelling bag from the rack and followed others out of the train. Momentarily disorientated, he soon recovered and then spotted his connection, another engine exuding steam on an adjacent platform. To Austin, steam engines seemed to be like a set of excitable carriage horses in need of restraint. An engine was like that. It was a battle between master and steel, with steel always seeking liberation, and master imposing restraint until permission was granted.

Slightly in fear of his connection leaving without him, he advanced briskly towards one of the still open carriage doors on an adjacent platform. It was only then that he realised how chilled the December air had become, crisp even. Breathing was usually a subliminal autonomic function of his being, but the cold air promoted it into awareness. Each exhalation of breath generated a white cloud of carbon dioxide, before instantly evaporating into the slightly smoky atmosphere of Trinity Street Station. 

Two minutes after stepping on to the platform he was sitting in a carriage of the 17.35pm train to Manchester. Two more minutes and the engine’s master released its power. The cortege jerked and shuddered into life with a ‘chuff’ and a ‘hiss’; his carriage started to move. 

In a matter of minutes, he would be back in Farnworth. 

Expectations and plans for his time at home echoed around his brain, distracted somewhat by thoughts and reflections of the past, of how he had come to be in this position. Austin remembered little of his early childhood life in St. Helens and considered himself a Bolton, or more accurately, a Farnworth lad. 

He allowed his mind to drift again.

Neither of his parents wanted him to ‘go down’t pit’ like his father but necessity demanded that he yield to the requirements of earning a living. It was pragmatism that drove him into the colliery, but Austin remained determined that it would not be the end of it. One day he would be out of colliery work, and the army would be at least a part of the solution. From an early age he had been interested in steam engines, and like many youngsters had dreamt of working on the railways as an engineman. But the world wasn’t going to hand him his dreams on a platter, and there were also practical aspects to address. Like bringing home a wage. His father was also a collier and didn’t earn nearly enough to feed all the hungry mouths in his growing family. Shortly after their move to Farnworth in 1878, and at the age of eleven, Austin was working as a ‘little piecer’ in a cotton mill on Lorne Street. Even at that age he knew it wasn’t what he wanted, but he had no choice but to make his contribution towards the family purse.

But Austin also knew he was lucky. Well liked and intelligent, it wasn’t long before opportunity, and ultimately escape, presented itself in the form of education and service. His family were Catholic and impoverished, two apparently insurmountable social constraints on the ability of the working poor to scale a rigid Victorian class structure. But his natural acumen and appealing personality soon attracted the attention of, and beneficence, of a parish priest who recognised scholarly potential. Fortunately for Austin, the priest wasn’t of the ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’ variety. Not for him were sermons of punishment and damnation that seemed to culture working class behaviour towards children. Most likely this kindly priest had an influence on his own father’s approach towards discipline. While his home retained the preferred instrument of chastisement, a leather thonged strap, it was rarely on display, and even more rarely used. 

Austin remembered his early years, sitting in an anteroom in Lowe House Chapel with a handful of others. He pondered over how fate could have dealt a different hand; he could have been in a mine at age eight like others. But no, his enigmatic father wanted his son to read and write, and allowed him the time, even if it did mean they had to learn the Bible in studious detail. Perhaps the cleric thought he might become a priest himself, mused Austin, just as his thoughts were interrupted by a passing train thundering past in the opposite direction.

The engine and its cavalcade of carriages rattled on, but then gradually started to slow as it approached Moses Gate, the penultimate stop before Farnworth. Within minutes he would be on home territory; in perhaps less than half an hour he would be greeting his family. Austin took only a passive interest in the characters leaving and boarding the train at Moses Gate, then drifted back into reflection. 

Those early sacrifices by his parents had to be repaid somehow, and after arriving in Farnworth, Austin and his older sisters obtained employment in a cotton mill. But that would not be the end of his education. With this support of his father he had been able to occasionally attend Bolton Mechanics Institute, and use its facilities to pursue an increasingly active interest in science and engineering matters. There were lectures, yes, but much of what he had learned had been self-taught. The family’s move from St. Helens had been something of a blessing in that he felt released from any obligations he might have felt towards the parish priest. Farnworth was a clean slate; unshackled, he could pursue his true interests. He would always be a Catholic but never a priest. 

The train whistled again, signalling its impending arrival in Farnworth. Austin and another passenger in his carriage stood up to retrieve their belongings. There was less than a minute to go before its doors would be flung open and he would be away from the rolling stock. 

The brakes squealed and hissed as the engine again shuddered to a halt. In an instant the doors were opened and Austin was on the platform. There were only a handful of other passengers leaving and boarding, so he took a minute to survey train and station. He had little time to notice in Bolton, but the locomotive he had just left looked like a new one. Elegantly painted in black and with its panels outlined in a thick red and thin white lines, it proudly displayed an L&Y logo and crests. ‘L&Y’, thought Austin. That must have been a new innovation. He already knew it was a Lancashire and Yorkshire engine, but now so did everyone else. 

His gaze moved across the rest of the station. It was unchanged from his last visit. The Rawson Arms still towered over Farnworth and Halshaw Moor’s small but still impressive station. Its three-storey stone administration building still welded to another on the opposite platform via a soot tarnished covered footbridge, and the passenger slipway still invited travellers to cross a sister bridge, joining Bridge Street to the cemetery road. 

He left the platform and started the gentle ascent up the footway to the bridge. After sitting for the best part of an hour a walk would be refreshing, though very cold. He was thankful for the heavy coat he was wearing. At the centre of the bridge, Austin looked back along his arrival route towards Bolton. Within the straight line of the track the station’s covered footbridge blocked much of the view, but he knew what was there. He could not see it, but still chuckled as he thought of the appropriately named ‘Squeezebelly Entry’, a footbridge near Ash Street, that as children they would use to cross the railway to fish in the reservoirs near Rock Hall. Not that they ever caught much. 

Austin shivered. It felt like it was getting colder, perhaps thirty degrees. It was time to get home. 

He decided that the quickest way back would be to walk up Peel Street, signalled by the elevated Rawson Arms Hotel. Peel Street was like most other streets in Farnworth. Its two rows of Daubhill brick housing, ‘Dobble’ as they say in Bolton, each topped off with Clamerclough fire-brick chimney pots, faced each other, cliff-like, guiding entry to an inescapable destination. A few commercial buildings littered his path, including the town’s Reform Club building. The Reform Club had once been Farnworth and Kearsley Mechanics Institute. Had it still been operating when he was younger, perhaps he would not have needed to go into Bolton. And now even that was gone. Whatever, he couldn’t regret an opportunity he was never presented with. Besides, Bolton’s would have been a lot bigger and better. 

Austin turned left at the Peel Street and Market Street junction, just as Farnworth’s leaden grey sky began to release its weary load. It had started to snow. Light at first, it soon became a more challenging onslaught. He was lucky he had not got far to go. A horsecar appeared, pulled by two giant draft horses. It halted outside Farnworth’s now familiar Cooperative building, a regular stopover for his mother. As its sole passenger descended from the open deck at the top of the vehicle, the wind picked up and gusted snow directly into the eyes of both horses, momentarily disturbing them. It also caught the driver unaware, and he was unable to stop the two creatures pulling the horsecar forward a few feet just as the passenger stepped off. The movement threw its poor victim off balance; there was a shriek as the unfortunate man fell to the floor. For a few seconds he just lay there. 

Austin called across.

‘ist thee alreet?’

The man either couldn’t hear him, or was ignoring him.

Austin repeated, but louder.

‘Alreet?’

The former passenger twisted to face him, waving as he returned to his feet. His coat was covered in fine white snow which he proceeded to brush off. He looked more embarrassed than injured, the almost instant all-encompassing thin blanket of white powder had perhaps softened his fall. 

Oblivious to what had transpired at the rear of his vehicle, the horsecar driver gently coaxed the equine giants back into motion.

Austin quickened his pace to the maximum speed the weather would allow, but was forced to stop on the footpath directly opposite his parent’s home street. Increasingly violent snow gusts had slowed the progress of the vehicle; he needed to wait for it to pass by. Notwithstanding the horsecar’s slow progress, he didn’t want to risk an accident by crossing ahead in what was clearly becoming a full snowstorm. Eventually, the less than sure-footed horses and car slithered past revealing the Queens Hotel. Its many stone lintel windows, all encased in a deep red brick, and its two floors confidently marked out the junction of Market Street and Bridgewater Street. 

He crossed the road diagonally, towards the confectioner on the corner opposite the ‘Queens’. As he did so, he caught sight of public house’s gable end and read its sign. It was still Sharman & Sons public house, the Bolton brewer which had recently been expanding out of its home town. Careful not to lose his footing, Austin continued a brisk pace towards what he fully expected would be a warm reception. He was really looking forward to seeing his family and enjoying Christmas celebrations.

Austin trudged past the sentry-free arched doorways of the monobloc terraced housing of Bridgewater Street before finally reaching 118. By which time the gentle snowfall he had experienced less than ten minutes earlier had transformed into a full blizzard. He knew the front door would not be locked. No one seemed to bother carrying the heavy, jailer type, cast iron keys that would probably unlock more than one door on the street. And there was, after all, little that many would deem worth taking. Without knocking, he simply opened the door and walked straight in, taking care to gently close it behind him - the icy gust of winter accompanying his entry would not be a welcome companion. In the space of a few seconds he attempted a survey of the space he had just entered. There was no one present; the sitting room was almost pitch black, lit only by an attenuated ribbon of orange light penetrating the darkness via a wafer-thin gap at the bottom of the kitchen door. He removed his coat and waited a few seconds to let his eyes adjust to the dimness. A smile crossed his face as he listened to the many voices chattering about nothingness in the other room; all could be heard except his father and the baby, his now youngest sister. 

Surprised that no one had heard him, he walked across the sitting room to the kitchen door, opened it, and announced his arrival.

‘I’m home.’

Multiple pairs of eyes turned towards him. In an instant Margaret, his next youngest sister, leapt up and hugged him. He wasn’t surprised that everyone was there. He knew that his older sisters worked from 8.30am to 6.15pm, and that they would have been at home, and probably have eaten, by the time he arrived. 

‘You’re early,’ said Edward, Austin’s collier father. Despite being born in Liverpool his accent still carried the hint of Irish twang, an early influence of his own father. He must surely have had a hard day, thought Austin, familiar with the back-breaking toils of a collier’s day. 

Edward remained seated, glued to one of only two armchairs strategically placed by the open coal fire. Neither Austin’s father nor his mother had many rules but one he did have was on the use and placement of ‘his’ armchair. Everyone knew they had to respect their father’s right to the seat by the fire. And woe betide anyone who had the temerity to sit in it while he was at home. Above the fireplace his mother’s favourite motto still hung, as it always had: ‘East West, Home’s Best’. A testament to ‘fortress home’, a sanctuary from a hostile world. Glancing around the rest of the room revealed nothing else new. It remained spartan and utility oriented, a few chairs, a table, some storage, washing materials, and some clothing drying on a makeshift maiden adjacent to the other armchair. It was austere, and yet strangely comforting. 

Sitting on the other armchair was Ellen, Austin’s grandmother. This would usually be occupied by his mother, Mary, but Ellen was visiting for the Christmas period. She attempted a smile, but in doing so exposed the two of the handful of remaining teeth she still had. Her appearance had deteriorated since his last visit. A failed attempt to neatly comb her unkempt grey hair, and her increasing gaunt facial expression momentarily tugged at Austin’s heart. But this was not a time for sadness. He smiled back, then turned to his mother, younger brother, and other sisters.

Catherine, Ellen, or ‘Nell’, and Annie, were now all working at the same mill on Lorne Street in Moses Gate, the same one that had employed Austin in the years before he joined the army militia and worked as a collier. They just called it ‘Horrockses’ now, but when he was younger it was Crewdson, Crosses and Co, or simply ‘The Mill.’ All three of his adult sisters were sitting at the family’s general-purpose wooden kitchen table with John, Austin’s school age brother, sitting at one end with a book in hand. Austin mentally approved. Education was everything.

His mother stood up after tending to the baby.

‘Are you hungry, Austin?’

‘I am, Ma. Nothing special though.’

Austin knew that there would be more food than usual in the larder but also knew that his mother would want to make Christmas Day as special as she possibly could. Supper would probably be a bit of bread, butter and cheese. It would be enough. 

‘I’ll make thee something.’

‘l’ll do it,’ interjected Nell, as she stood up. 

All three sisters appeared to be sewing some garment or other. Nell obviously wanted a break, surmised Austin. 

His mother acknowledged her daughter’s help before addressing him again.

‘We missed you, Austin.’ 

‘I know, Ma. I’m glad to be home.’

‘How long will you be here?’ interjected Catherine, Austin’s eldest step-sister.

‘We’re off to Belfast early January. I’m using all the leave I have left.’ replied Austin.

He did not want to talk about his leaving day only minutes after arriving. 

‘Will you be seeing Emma?’ asked Catherine.

It was direct question from one of his sisters, perhaps not entirely unexpected, though very soon in the family reunion. With the exception of his brother everyone seemed interested in his answer. 

‘I might,’ lied Austin. He had every intention to. 

‘You might?’ interjected Nell, before adding, ‘That’s not what she said to me,’

Austin was a little taken aback. Only minutes at home and he was already being interrogated about his growing fondness for Emma. He searched both of his sisters’ faces for clues about what she might know about the two of them. It seemed like the whole family knew a lot more about his business than they really should. 

‘We’ve become quite good friends while you’ve been away, Austin. We meet quite often now,’ said Nell.

It was true that Emma’s letters had mentioned seeing Nell, but she hadn’t given much away about a growing ‘friendship’. And he had only been away a matter of weeks.

Austin looked for a way out of this particular subject.

‘She said that she often writes to you,’ said Nell.

This was sometimes a sensitive subject at home. Neither Austin’s father, mother, nor grandmother could read or write, so any letters home would be read out loud by one of his sisters. And there were some things he wanted to keep private, rather than share for family discussion. This was definitely one of them. 

Austin shrugged.

‘Everyone knows she’s not Catholic,’ added Nell.

He started to feel uncomfortable. From his perspective it was still too early in the relationship for even thinking that her religious denomination might be a problem. Why was she probing so much? he wondered. 

Austin ignored the comment and attempted to change the subject.

‘Did she tell you I’ve been promoted?’

‘She did,’ said Nell.

‘We know its Corporal Melia,’ added his mother.

‘Yes. I was an acting corporal for a week or two but its official now. I get more money as well,’ replied Austin.

‘I bet you could afford to wed Emma now, Austin,’ added Nell rather mischievously. 

‘It’s only just been confirmed,’ said Austin, pointedly ignoring his sister’s teasing. It was time to ask one of his other sisters a few questions. He scrabbled around for something to talk about.

‘Are you still a drawer-in at mill, Annie?’

Austin knew it was a rather limp question to ask, but it served its purpose.

‘I am,’ replied Annie.

Annie had injured herself a few years earlier. After the incident she found it easier to sit down rather than stand up for long periods, and the bosses at the mill had been good to her in finding employment that avoided having to constantly negotiate moving spinning machinery. Her nimble fingers were employed in taking the threads from many bobbins fixed to a frame; she would help to form the required patterns. It was a job that lent itself to sitting down. Fortunately, she was reputedly very good at it. At least, according to her sisters.

‘They give me ten shillin’ a week now,’ Annie proudly added.

Money, or the lack of it, was always an open discussion in the Melia household. With the exception of himself, it all went into the family pot, often literally. It was an open secret that his mother kept an old teapot with ‘savings’ in it, in what she regarded as a ‘safe place’. Some now went to the Farnworth and Kersley Cooperative Society after his mother had finally been persuaded that it would be just as safe, and that she might even earn a bit of interest. Even his father gave his wages to his mother, most of it, after keeping a little back for some beer and a little tobacco. 

Austin acknowledged Annie’s ‘achievement’, though quietly thinking that the mill would soon drop her wage if times became more difficult. 

‘You’ll be sleeping in the sitting room with John,’ said his mother.

Austin nodded; he was used to it. Bridgewater Street was typical of the terraced housing in Lancashire, and so was his household. Recently built of the now ubiquitous red brick, the family had been pleased to be able to afford to move into it. Two rooms downstairs and two upstairs, it was an improvement on their last accommodation but was still small given the number of people in the house. The girls, or women, would share a bedroom, as would his parents with the baby. With his grandmother staying, she would have to sleep in the kitchen, and he and John in the sitting room. Every room occupied. It was true that he was used to it, but he longed for the day when he would have his own space. There was no privacy in the army either. 

Nell placed a plate with some bread, butter, cheese and a slice of pork pie and mustard in front of him. The pie was unexpected and welcome. He started to tuck into it as a tin mug of lemonade was added to the feast. 

‘Thank you.’

‘How’s working at the mine, Dad?’ 

‘Better,’ replied Edward.

‘How so?’ asked Austin.

Edward paused before answering, taking the time to replenish his pipe with some tobacco retrieved from a pocket. 

‘They still talk ‘bout it,’ he finally replied.

Austin knew what his father was referring to. It was the reason, or catalyst, the family had come to Farnworth in 1878, some thirteen years earlier. His father worked in the Stone Hill Colliery on the Walkden road for most of those years. In 1877 eighteen men and boys lost their lives, mostly through suffocation from a fire. It was a black day for Farnworth and Walkden. But it wasn’t the only disaster. A matter of weeks later, fate dealt another blow against the local mining community. Barely had the funerals taken place for the victims of Stone Hill, when Foggs Colliery in Darcy Lever suffered an explosion, killing ten men and boys, and pit ponies. The mines had lost dozens of experienced men in the space of a couple of months, injured many others, and caused more than a few with families to seek employment elsewhere. Farnworth needed replacements, and Austin’s father eventually answered the call. The promise of higher wages ultimately made it an easy choice for him. He joined others from the St. Helen’s pits, uprooted his growing family and moved to Farnworth. 

The rest of the family also knew about it, and no one wanted to talk about the risks their father took in pursuit of a wage, a daily descent into the horrors of the Lancashire pits. 

Catherine rescued the discussion before it became one of death and disaster.

‘You’ll be coming to Midnight Mass tomorrow, Austin? It is Christmas Eve.’

‘Of course,’ replied Austin.

‘I’m glad you’ve not lost yer faith since being in the British Army,’ said Mary.

‘No, Ma,’ replied Austin.

Attending services was expected in the Army, and Roman Catholic chaplains had been appointed for decades. Still, perhaps he had not been as diligent as he could have been, but there was no need for his mother to know that. He side-stepped providing the detail she was probably interested in, with an obfuscation.

‘I know who the chaplain is, Ma. He’s a good man.’ 

His mother looked at him with approval, but also for the subliminal signs body language divulges, typically without conscious thought. Austin knew this. He knew his mother could read him in a way only a mother can. She nodded and turned her attention back to the fire. It needed replenishing. 

Soon lulled into unconsciousness by the gentle warmth of the fire and the somniferous tones of family conversation, his mother picked up the baby and removed her to their parent’s bedroom. The act seemed to trigger his dozing father into action. 

‘Another half hour, then bed.’

Was it an announcement, an instruction, or a suggestion? Obeisance towards the head of the household had been ingrained into the behavioural patterns of all his children, though Austin’s father rarely lifted a hand in anger. In response, each of his sisters stopped what they were doing. Catherine then collected the textiles and sewing materials, and placed them in one of the few pieces of furniture the family owned, a rustic pine chest of drawers. It was barely nine o’ clock, and yet preparations for sleep were already underway.

‘I’m tired as well, Dad. I was awake very early too,’ replied Austin. 

His father nodded, before spitting into a metal jug to the left of his armchair. Austin had not even noticed, but Edward had finished his smoke and had commenced chewing some tobacco. He had forgotten about this rather unpleasant habit of his father. ‘Baccy’, as his father called it, unlike drinking, had not been a lifelong habit, but he had taken to it only a year or two before Austin had started in the army. No one in the house liked it, but they had to accept it as a fact of life. Austin pitied his mother who had to empty the contents on a regular basis. 

‘John, can you get the bedding,’ requested Austin of his younger brother. 

His brother closed his book before leaping to his feet to comply.

Tomorrow was Christmas Eve. Austin knew he would be woken at 5.30 am by the ‘knocker-up’, but he also knew that unlike his father and sisters he would not have to work. He could do what he wanted with the day, perhaps go for a stroll, chat with his mother, or maybe take a trip over to a certain slate merchants in Little Lever. 

By half past nine the flames of the kitchen fire had retreated into orange embers. As the rest of the family retired to their bedrooms, Austin and John made their own way into the sitting room, and to a makeshift bed that was usually the sole domain of his brother. The door to the kitchen had been left open to let a little of the residual heat into the sitting room. After the lamp had been turned down, all that remained was a little light from the dimming embers casting ambiguous shadows, and the quiet solitude of the world outside, its sounds now heavily muffled by hours of snowfall. 

***

From an early age Emma had proven to be an asset to her father’s slate business. It wasn’t a full-time occupation, but he certainly found her administrative skills useful, especially given her father and mother’s inability to read, or write. They had tried to of course, but daily demands of life inevitably led to failure – there was only so much time available. Emma believed she had been lucky. Unlike her parent’s generation she had been provided with a rudimentary education while also learning a ‘trade’. By day she was a cotton weaver, tending two looms in the deafeningly loud weaving shed of one of Farnworth’s largest mills. She might have taken on a third, and been paid even more, but preferred to keep a little of her energy in reserve to help her father. Not that it would have made much difference in hours worked, but certainly in her strength. Besides, she actually enjoyed being involved; it was a change from her usual working routines. 

The Christmas period meant a deviation to the predictable daily rhythm of home and work. It was Christmas Eve and the completion of Emma’s usual endeavour had allowed an early finish. As a favour to her father she had agreed to bank a little cash he had been given the previous day. He did not really like banks but had been persuaded by a business associate to open an account at the Manchester and Salford Bank a couple of years earlier. It had just opened a branch on Little Lever’s High Street, a short walk away from where they lived on Church Street. Edward Kay, Emma’s father, thought that its proximity meant that he could keep an eye on them and his money. And yet he still preferred that his daughter dealt with the bank as much as possible; perhaps his illiteracy forced his diffidence, or perhaps he simply felt intimidated by the experience of dealing with bank clerks. Emma was not entirely sure, but simply accepted that her father needed help and she was able and willing to give it. 

She hadn’t been entirely honest with her father. Unknown to her family, a month earlier, Emma had secretly agreed to meet Austin at what they believed would be a ‘quiet’ location. By letter they had agreed a time, date and place. It was a calculated risk. Anything could have happened in the intervening weeks, the weather, work, or her father could have twisted fate in a direction not in her favour. But she was determined. One way or another she would find a way to meet him, even if it meant lying. 

Emma’s father knew that she had a soft spot for Austin, but he clearly didn’t realise that it was now growing to be more than that. While her father had not forbidden her from seeing him it was obvious that he did not approve. Why, Emma wasn’t certain of. She loved her father but he could be frustrating at times. She cared little about his lack of an education, but she did care about his approval. And at this time, she was not ready to engage in discussion about Austin, the man she had already decided to marry. Not even Austin knew that yet; nor even did her mother. 

Her father’s request for her to go to the bank had been a stroke of luck. It provided a genuine excuse to leave the house, thus avoiding a lie. Nonetheless, her careful planning had stretched into arranging for a friend to provide a cover story. They would accidently ‘bump into each other’, then go for a walk near the locks at Nob End. Given the recent snowfall there would not be many people around and little risk of being recognised. Her father might not like her tardiness in returning home, but Emma felt sure he would accept it. 

After completing her task at the bank, she started the walk to the canal towpath, carefully choosing a route which avoided Church Street. It wasn’t really the weather for this kind of thing but what else could she do? The journey provided some time for reminisce, while the cold seemed to equally fuel an increased longing to see him. Her heart started to beat in excitement with each step. 

Emma’s first meeting with Austin was unplanned, as many are. Both were children, and both were earning a wage at Crewdson, Crosses & Co at the Moses Gate end of Farnworth. Her father’s status as a businessman had afforded his children a little more time than many to pursue study, but even she had to eventually earn a living. Emma was thirteen and learning a weaver’s trade while he, of a similar age, worked as a little piecer. 

At that age Austin was still a cocky imp, full of confidence, fun and adventure. Indeed, he was undoubtedly a show-off. He worked in a different part of the building to Emma but would often take an opportunity to explore during the infrequent breaks mill work afforded. As was both need and custom, most workers, adult and child, would be barefoot when tending machinery, and Austin was no different. Typical of Austin at that age, and for reasons only known to him, one day he had decided to ‘walk’ the area Emma was still working in, on his hands. She could not help but notice and had to smile at his apparent talent for the absurd. 

Then he fell. 

And then she laughed. 

And that was it. Austin noticed her and repeated his antics on the following days. It then wasn’t long before they were on first name terms and occasionally meeting outside of mill work. They became firm friends for a time, until the dictates of hormonal maturity presented something more complex and compelling. She started to have ‘feelings’ for him.

But there was more to Austin than his sense of fun. Most half-timers, and almost every working child was one, would initially benefit from school in the morning and work in the afternoons. They would start their working life quick and alert, but the dull repetition of work soon retarded their development and mental acuity into dullness and lethargy. But not Austin. He was ambitious. Underneath a playful character was a steely determination to progress beyond the factory floor to something better. Unlike many of his companions he was able to apply himself to study, nurturing an early interest in railways and trains into a passion for engines and engineering. As he grew older that inner self also began to display. The childish Austin matured into something even more appealing to Emma. A more serious, thoughtful and attentive Austin appeared, someone perhaps she might spend her life with. 

‘Emma!’

A man waved, interrupting her thoughts and clearly intending to attract her attention. It could only be Austin. 

She returned the wave without making a noise. 

‘I’ll meet you at the bridge,’ shouted Austin.

It had been pre-agreed that they would meet near the Nob Inn, a popular canal tavern. Austin had walked the Manchester, Bolton and Bury Canal towpath from the Moses Gate end to get to her. A little precarious in the snow, thought Emma, but she soon dismissed any concerns as he edged towards her.

Somewhat coyly, Emma checked her surroundings. An untended ‘Bastard’ size boat lay moored nearby, and there appeared to be no one else about. Dim light escaped from the lower windows of the nearby red brick public house but that was about it. Other than her own, she could see no footsteps in the recently fallen snow cloaking the cobblestoned road over Nob Bridge. They were alone. 

Emma threw her arms around him as they met, literally, at the centre of the narrow bridge. He responded in like manner.

‘I’ve missed you.’

‘And I you.’

Emma’s heart raced as their embrace extended to a full minute. 

‘I’m cold,’ said Emma. 

She had just realised that her feet had become numbed by walking in the snow for nearly an hour. Dressed in a thick shawl covering her head, her attire was typical for Lancashire mill women, even down to her clogs. It wasn’t Sunday and she didn’t have to wear her best. She just needed to keep warm. 

‘We could go for a drink,’ suggested Austin, nodding in the direction of the public house. ‘It will be warm inside.’

‘I’m not sure. I don’t really want to be seen. Not yet,’ replied Emma, also concerned about breaching the male preserve of a public house. It wasn’t something she would usually look forward to. 

‘I’m sure it will be fine,’ replied Austin, while releasing his arms from around her. 

Emma acquiesced, allowing Austin to take her hand and lead her towards the slightly elevated tavern fifty or so yards away. 

Inside the tavern Austin found a quiet corner, out of sight of most except the landlord. He need not have worried. There were only two others inside, and neither were known to either Austin or Emma. After seating Emma, Austin went to the bar and ordered a pint of Wilson’s Best for himself, and a half-pint for Emma. 

‘I can’t stay too long, Austin. Father will start to worry. I’ll tell him I met Rose on the way back from the bank,” said Emma.

Austin also knew Rose from his days at the mill. 

‘I know,’ replied Austin, before adding, ‘How are you?’ 

‘I’m well, and so is the family,’ replied Emma

‘I hear you have become friends with Nell while I have been away. She’s talked about seeing you,’ said Austin.

‘Yes. After the time you introduced us in Farnworth Park, I saw her at the market a few weeks later. We agreed to meet again and, well…, we just started seeing each other more often. She’s been over to Little Lever you know. I did mention that in my letters,’ replied Emma, a little defensively. ‘Have I done something wrong?’

‘No. It’s just that she started teasing me about us last night. I had only just got home,’ said Austin. 

‘I’m, errr, sorry. She should not be doing that,’ replied Emma.

‘We need to keep us quiet, perhaps even until I come out of the army,’ said Austin. 

‘I know. I know–,’ repeated Emma. ‘And there is my father as well.’

Austin knew about Emma’s father’s disapproval of him. He had thought that becoming a serviceman might influence his views, but up until now he had not budged an inch. Like many times before, Austin wondered what his problem actually was. 

‘He will change, Austin,’ Emma added. She had tried to appear reassuring but still emitted a lack of confidence. 

‘We can’t go on ignoring the fact that your dad doesn’t approve of me, Emma. We’ll have to do something about it if we are to be together,’ replied Austin. 


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
ALANCASHIRE s
STORY






OEBPS/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title


		Dedication


		Contents


		Acknowledgements


		Prologue



		Chapter 1 Christmas 1891


		Chapter 2 Marriage


		Chapter 3 Life Starts


		Chapter 4 The Rescue


		Chapter 5 Littleborough


		Chapter 6 Middleton


		Chapter 7 Edward


		Chapter 8 War


		Chapter 9 Home



		Epilogue


		About the Author


		Copyright






	

OEBPS/image/titlepage.jpg
A
LANCASHIRE

STORY

Ged Melia

rosvenor House
Publishing Limited






