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Prologue



Suspended over the ocean west of Iceland, my hands were clenched around a thick rope. Below me, the North Atlantic surged and foamed between two Royal Navy frigates steaming along in parallel as I was hauled from one ship to the other. I was riding something called a jackstay, my feet tightly crossed at the ankles and jammed into a sort of stirrup, buttocks supported – but not held – by a wide canvas strap. On the foredeck of the other ship, a line of ratings, looking a bit like a tug of war team, were pulling me slowly but firmly across the watery divide. Halfway across, there was an unnerving dip in the line and I wondered what would happen if I lost my grip . . . Maybe I’d freeze to death before they could fish me out of the sea. So why am I doing this? I asked myself. There’s not even a story in it!





Chapter 1



AMONG THE MILL CHIMNEYS, WE WAVE FLAGS FOR THE KING AND QUEEN


When he was old enough to know what I did for a living, my son started calling me a ‘newsfreak’. Fair comment, and I seem to have started at an early age. After a shopping trip with my mother, I recorded for posterity, in a poem replete with rhymes, all our purchases, however unglamorous. They included ‘a mutton chop at the butcher’s shop’. (You don’t hear either of those mentioned much these days, do you?)


‘Then we went to another shop / And bought a 1s 3d mop.’


If you read the price as ‘one-and-threp’ny’, as we would have said then, the line scans perfectly. At seven, I dedicated a song with words to my small sister. The simple tune, which I can still knock out on a keyboard, is characterised by what I now know as a 2–5–1 chord sequence. A collection including this and other juvenile poems was recently unearthed in a tattered purple-backed notebook which my mother had kept all her life. I venture to suggest it reveals a reporter’s documentary instincts – as well as an early grasp of the rules of metrics and rhyme.


We lived down Wash Lane. Traditionally, the Chadwicks of Bury, Lancashire, always had done. The origin of the street name remains a mystery to me (perhaps some local historian knows). The address would certainly come to haunt my brother and me later, once our fellow grammar school boys at Thornleigh College, Bolton, got wind of it. ‘Does your mother take in washin’, then?’ was a typical jibe. Nobody could be as snobbish as the working classes at their worst, and there are none so vindictive as schoolboys. No problem among our Bury pals, of course, for whom it was just another place to live. Note the ‘down’ by the way. We didn’t live ‘up Brick Street’ or ‘along Wellington Road’, for instance, two other well-known local addresses. The prepositions simply indicated in a practical Lancashire way whether – according to where you were at the moment – a street went up, or down, or remained on the flat. Nice touch, lost on present generations, I imagine.


The name of the town, originally Byri or Buri, is of Saxon origin, meaning a ‘stronghold’. One old road, Watling Street, leading over hills and dales from Mancunium (now Manchester) to Ribchester, dates back to Roman days. In mediaeval times, a French lord of the manor held sway. By the time I arrived on the scene, my home town was better known for cotton and paper mills and engineering works – and for black puddings, a concoction made from pigs’ blood which have never been to everyone’s taste. Also a football team which in its glory days twice won England’s prestigious Football Association Cup. Recently, the cash-strapped club has struggled at the end of most seasons not to be ousted from the Football League.


My father, proud of his Lancastrian origins – the first Chadwicks are recorded in the fourteenth century in nearby Rochdale – had a building business going back two centuries. It had come down through the generations to two brothers, my father and my uncle, who for some reason never completely understood by us kids were not on speaking terms and, we gathered, hadn’t been for years. To me, fed on the novels of Charles Dickens, such family mysteries seemed reasonable enough; rather exciting, in fact. As the two brothers lived in adjacent two-up and two-down houses, however, it did cause difficulties. Although the two dwellings shared a small backyard, it was made clear to us by our parents from an early age that we shouldn’t fraternise with those next door.


So if one of the battered old tennis balls we used for football or cricket practice was accidentally punted or hooked into the other half of the back yard, we chased after it quickly, without glancing at the kitchen window of the adjoining house, and dashed back into our ‘half’ as swiftly as possible.


My father was the latest generation to run the firm, if that doesn’t make it sound rather grander than it was. GHQ, a few yards down York Street, mostly lined with mills on either side, was a small builders’ yard, known to us and our sister as ‘Dad’s Yard’, and a source of adventure. My brother and I, separated by just over a year, and good playmates, weren’t allowed into the yard officially. But we easily clambered over the black-tarred wooden gates through which generations of Chadwicks builders had trundled handcarts in and out, as they left for or returned from jobs around Bury and adjacent villages. For us, the yard was a fascinating place, stacked with clutters of bricks, planks, troughs, chimney pots, picks, spades, wheelbarrows and the like. A gloomy storeroom, whose dusty windows let in little light, contained boxes of rusting nails, screws, washers and other necessaries of the building trade. Most fascinating for us boys was the old well we discovered in a back shed, roughly covered over by rather dangerously crumbling planks. We would lift these up and drop small stones down into the darkness, to be rewarded by a faint splash from far below. Another Dickensian touch was the old Victorian ‘office’, with ancient desk and high stool, clearly unused for decades, and dully stained windows half-shrouded with cobwebs.


Here, we gathered, our late uncle had sat and ‘managed’ the firm in earlier, perhaps more glorious, days, while my father trudged out behind the shafts of the handcart in wind and rain or summer heat (and his well-muscled forearms were the proof of it) to do the physical work as long as his ailing brother lived. Thereafter, my father took on a series of labourers. The latest of them was a jovial Irishman called Paddy O’Rourke, who also opened the batting for our church cricket team in the Sunday Schools League. On weekdays he helped push the traditional handcart over stone setts or tarmacked roads alike, until in the fifties my father finally bought a small lorry, or ‘wagon’, as he called it.


With the Irishman at the wheel, the wagon somehow left the road and came to an inglorious end against a wall in the village of Breightmet when they were returning from a job in Bolton. Thus ended my father’s brief and inglorious flirtation with modern transport. I don’t think his heart was ever really in it. I wasn’t around at the time of the crash – working somewhere abroad, I imagine, But remembering one of Dad’s favourite utterances, he probably said, ‘I knew all along summat like this’d ’appen.’


Such were my English roots. My mother was an Irish immigrant, one of the Ryans of Clonmel, County Tipperary, forced to split up and emigrate in a pattern already well established by the early twentieth century. My grandparents on the Irish side I never met. At a small house in Irishtown – the street name reflected the historical situation of the time – they raised a family of a dozen (no mean feat) before deciding that the future, if there was to be one, lay across the Atlantic rather than the Irish Sea. The Ryans seem to have been a tough lot, though, and the last of those children, a nun named Sister St Peter, died well into the twenty-first century just a few years ago in a convent in North Wales, a few weeks short of her hundredth birthday.


My grandparents took the youngest children with them to America, travelling steerage no doubt, shortly after World War One. The older girls were despatched to relatives already living in the textile and mill towns of Lancashire, mainly Bolton; my mother went to an aunt in Bury, where she and my father met. She never saw her parents again, for when she and one of her sisters finally sailed the Atlantic in the aftermath of World War Two, my Irish grandparents were already dead in Queens, New York. I never realised at the time, as kids don’t, how tragic this all was. I only began to get the immensity of it when I started reading Irish history, of which my mother had always been curiously reluctant to talk (maybe this is a characteristic of foreign incomers to this day). Then, some years ago, I visited Ellis Island, New York, first destination over many decades for immigrants from Europe, and got a much more graphic sense of it all from the fascinating films and archives there.


Big things, and not always pleasant, were happening around the world about the time I was born (maybe they subliminally influenced my later choice of career!). The Great Depression had started with the Wall Street Crash, and two million people in Britain were out of work. At the other end of the social spectrum, the Daily Telegraph reported the latest world wanderings of the man it called ‘Our Traveller Prince’, who it said had ‘a flair for enjoyment’. He was later destined to become King briefly and then abdicate. In other parts of the world that year, Josif Stalin expelled his fellow communist Leon Trotsky, from Texas came the report of another black lynching, Britain’s fascist sympathiser Oswald Mosley issued a right-wing manifesto, and another headline was ‘Colour Problem In Britain’ over what was called the menace of mixed trade unions. On the cultural side of things, Erich Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front won tremendous acclaim, Evelyn Waugh’s social satire Vile Bodies had mixed notices, while orgy scenes, marital infidelity, coarse speech and suggestive titles were all reported to have been deleted by our film censors. In the air, Amy Johnson had become the first woman to fly to Australia, and the Germans had completed the first round-the-world flight in the Graf Zeppelin. Aircraft would become almost a fixation with me.


My own slightly more mundane first memory (though some people understandably dispute this) is of sitting in a pram wheeled by my mother down a cobblestoned street in Lancashire towards the house of Irish relatives with names like Connell and Heenighan. I’d discovered that if I made a steady wailing sound it would be broken up interestingly into a series of staccato phrases as the pram wheels bumped over the uneven stones. The only other fleeting recollection from very early days in Bury is of seeing my English grandmother sitting in a high-backed chair next door. Of my first visit to Ireland I remember little, though my brother, thirteen months older, recalls dockside lights at Liverpool as we boarded an overnight ferry to Dublin, and playing in the back garden of the house in Irishtown where my mother was born. My only recollection from that time, for some reason, is of the smell of cooked potatoes at the house in Clonmel. Well, it’s possible, I suppose. We were in Ireland.


Fast-forwarding a few years, blurred memories of life in Lancashire begin, radiating from the house at the corner of Wash Lane. There, in simpler days, the milkman parked his horse-drawn cart, dipped a ladle into a big milk churn and poured the fresh bubbling liquid into a large jug held out by my mother. Then he clip-clopped on to other customers at the top of York Street. The coal man arrived periodically too, his cap worn back to front, his face sweaty and streaked with coal dust, and hoisted a heavy bag off the back of a flat-backed lorry into our backyard. Further down York Street there were only mills, whose tall brick chimneys encircled the area like candles on a birthday cake. Not an attractive area in daylight, but the massive three-storey Ring Mill in York Street did fascinate me at night. With its throbbing machinery and long rows of lighted windows, it became for me a great ocean liner with illuminated portholes, racing across the Atlantic.


I got to know the shops. Passing by a short row of houses with front gardens – I thought this was rather grand at the time – you reached Lund’s, the bread shop. I liked the warm smell of baking there and the taste of their ‘lunch buns’. Then came a newspaper shop and, at the end of the row, that happily forgotten (I hope) symbol of between-the-wars Lancashire, the tripe shop. I can’t say I ever got to like the stuff, though it was cheap. My father seemed to enjoy it occasionally, cut into small slices, with a touch of salt and vinegar. It was, I suppose, a matter of what you could afford.


Two pubs faced each other, the Blue Bell and the Cotton Tree, the latter presumably named after the raw material shipped in from America’s Deep South, which had kept Lancashire families in work for decades. Further along the street were Fearnleys, the greengrocers (a couple I never liked, sensing anti-Catholicism). Mr Chatterley, the butcher, in contrast, was quite a jovial chap. Some of the grown-ups patronised a herbalists shop across the road, where drinks like sarsaparilla and dandelion and burdock were available. Have these drinks survived? I wonder. More interesting to small boys was the place next door, Ma James’s toffee shop, where with our Saturday pennies we could buy a bag of Liquorice Allsorts or Mint Imperials.


Small boys’ pleasures were simple. The crevices between cobblestones on the road (more correctly called setts) were filled with ribbons of black tar. On hot summer days, the tar would rise in bubbles, which my brother and I, sitting on the kerb, would happily pop with our forefingers. Today, commuters’ cars roar past the spot where the old house stood, now a cindery patch of wasteland. And no one would dare to sit on the kerbstone any more.


In industrial Lancashire there always seemed to be a fair amount of ‘slutch’ about – sludge, in the modern vernacular. It’s defined in my Oxford Dictionary as ‘a viscous mixture of solid and liquid components’. That seems about right. There was lots of rain, and lots of other stuff floated down from the chimneys. Nestling in the ‘slutch’ could often be seen empty cigarette packets – the English have always been an untidy lot – which we’d pick up, to see if a picture card had been left inside. These ‘cigarette cards’ carried interesting shots of cars, ships or planes, and we’d keep them, or maybe swap them with friends. They’ve now become highly collectible, I gather. As for cigarettes themselves, I was eventually tempted, as I got a bit older, to have a go myself. Packets of ‘five Woodies’ (Woodbines) were highly popular with smokers who didn’t have the money to shell out for a packet of twenty. But Woodies didn’t have cards inside. When my schoolmate Brian Walker and I decided to try smoking ourselves, we went for the slightly more upmarket ‘Park Drive’, and lit up in a backstreet off Moorside. I dragged, puffed, spluttered and nearly threw up. I hastily abandoned the weed.


Directly across the street from Number 12 was the Church of England’s Bell School. We Catholics had pals there, with whom we congregated around a lamp post at the school entrance on winter evenings – the ‘BOYS’ entrance, mind you. ‘GIRLS’ had to enter through another door. The last time I was in Bury, the separate ‘Boys’ and ‘Girls’ signs had survived, etched in stone, though the building had long been put to other uses. In the thirties it was attended by most of the neighbouring kids, known to us Catholics as ‘Proddy dogs’. That was in retaliation for being called ‘Cat-licks’. We Catholics understood, somehow or other, that we should treat Protestants with some caution. Next to Bell School was, we gathered, a potential source of sin, a billiard hall, and beyond that yet another moral hazard, the Star Picture House. And never, ever, as Catholics, were we to cross the porch of St Paul’s Protestant Church, an imposing stone edifice half a mile down Wash Lane.


For years I thought I’d be struck down by a bolt from Heaven if I did; or if I escaped God’s wrath, I would certainly have to tell the priest what I’d done at confession. There were other religions about too. At the top end of York Street lived the Garsides, a mother and two daughters who regularly marched in their striking navy blue uniforms and bonnets, singing and playing castanets with the Salvation Army Band. My Protestant friend Eric Jennings (Baptist), from next door, disclosed one day, ‘T’ Sally Army’s showin’ pictures for kids at t’ Citadel, and it’s all free.’ The Citadel was the Army’s red-brick headquarters in nearby Moorgate. We went along to find out. I haven’t the least recollection of what we saw, but if this was religious propaganda, it seemed enjoyable and harmless enough to me. I didn’t tell Mother.


Though I drank plenty of milk, I didn’t know what a cow looked like until I was about six years old. I’d been quarantined in the front room of Number 12 with scarlet fever. Only mother was allowed in there with meals. I always asked for rice pudding. I liked the nice golden-brown skin on the top. When I was in recovery mode, my Irish Auntie Mag arrived to take me for a bus ride – also a first. We sat on the top deck of one of Bury Corporation’s new red buses. They had big double wheels at the back, thought necessary, we were told, for climbing hills. Our destination was Jericho, an oddly named village on the fringe of town. I didn’t think the name curious at the time, of course, and even much later I thought Bury simply got in first, ahead of those people in the Bible.


At the terminus, we walked up a quiet country lane between grey stone walls as far as a farmhouse, where I was given a large glass of milk. I drank it down, gazing across apparently endless fields, and for the first time heard the mooing of real life cows. I’d never been in the countryside before. I thought the world consisted of houses, schools and mills.


And churches, of course. There were plenty of those. The Parish Church stood in the town centre, or at t’ top o’ t’ Street, as the place was called for generations – ‘Fleet Street’, to give it its full name – and I’d work in the more famous one years later. One year – he only got away with it once – my father announced to my brother and me with mock seriousness, ‘I’ve just seen a man at top o’ t’ Street with as many noses as there are days in the year!’ Aghast, we tried to think what 365 noses must look like – and then we got the New Year’s Eve joke and laughed. Innocent fun, as there was in those days.


A good job we never peeped into our father’s Daily Mail, perused religiously by the fire in the evening, evoking the occasional cry of disgust. There didn’t seem to be much fun in there.


Well, by the mid-thirties, Hitler’s thugs were well into their stride and the news from Europe couldn’t have been encouraging. But as these were pre-television days, the worst of the world’s cruelties – death camps in Europe, lynchings in America – never impinged on our consciousness. The worst thing we knew in Lancashire was relative poverty and, as all our pals were in much the same boat, that didn’t bother us much either.


The Empire still seemed to be going strong, and it was an age of adventure. As my interest in flying grew, I became aware of exciting developments which made the world seem just a bit smaller – Jim Mollison’s eight-and-a-half-day flight to England from Australia, Amy Johnson’s hazardous flight in the other direction – while British airmen flew over Mount Everest for the first time.


In the fictional world, there were scary enough things on the big screen, where Boris Karloff made his debut as Frankenstein’s monster; I still remember it.


The Catholic school, St Joseph’s, stood on the other side of busy Moorgate – aptly named, I realised later, as it was the approach road to the Bury-Rochdale moors. A single-storey brick building housed the ‘baby classes’, as they were called. That’s where I started school, at four. Two years on from that, my first school memory is of a history lesson when we were dressed up in two groups, as Romans or Britons. I insisted on being one of the Romans, who had nice shiny helmets and seemed to be the top dogs. The Brits, with blue woad daubed all over their faces, looked like losers to me.


After two years you moved across a stone-flagged schoolyard into a bigger two-storey building, its upper floor divided by sliding wooden partitions, with two adjacent classes on either side. These were known in the terminology of the time as ‘Standards’ One, Two, Three and Four. After Standard Four, as a fourteen-year-old, you usually left school and started work – if you hadn’t passed the eleven-plus exam to get to a high school (luckily my brother and I both did). Not many of our friends’ parents let them take the exam; as likely as not, they couldn’t afford not to have the kids working. For Lancashire youth at our social level, it was mainly mills or foundries for the boys, and shops, offices or home service for the girls.


Teachers in the top classes at Josephs were mainly women, of whom I vaguely remember Miss Cruse, who seemed to like my art work; Miss Crossley, who wore sensible clothes and shoes; and the more elegantly dressed Miss Baron. You knew you’d offended Miss Baron if she pointed the way out of the classroom and uttered the dread words, ‘Go to see Mr Murphy!’ (or ‘Bister Burphy’ as it came out in her much-mimicked nasal tones). However, that pipe-smoking headmaster of Irish descent, fumes befogging his study, was a kindly man, and apart from a mild rebuke, such misdemeanours rarely went any further. I won a prize for writing, awarded by Bury and District branch of the RSPCA, of all people, my entries recounting real or imagined adventures with animals, with which I seem to have had a fixation. ‘We have a cat, its name is Pat,’ I wrote in that recently unearthed notebook. (Pat was my sister’s name.) And, ‘l saw a little rabbit once; I called it Fluffy Tail.’ The story of Farmer Brown’s cow was also recorded in twelve tedious lines. I won’t go on.


The somewhat unnerving prize for these verses, presumably because I attended a Catholic school, was a biography of David Rizzio, an Italian musician and private secretary of Mary Queen of Scots. The account of his murder by jealous courtiers who inflicted fifty-seven dagger blows before hurtling him down the staircase at Holyrood Palace, Edinburgh, seems less than appropriate for a small animal-loving schoolboy. I’d rather have had a book about planes. Good job I found the opening pages too boring to continue. Maybe they we’re just getting rid of a job lot of books nobody wanted to buy. Another competition, however, I didn’t win – and rather resented it. Ten-year-olds at schools around town were invited (as part of a commercial campaign, I imagine) to dream up a slogan for Turog, a well-known bread manufacturer of the day. I came up with ‘T for Turog, Turog for Tea’ – which I thought was pretty smart and snappy, and had to be a winner. I was more than a little miffed when it wasn’t. The episode seems to indicate an early interest in (a) words, and (b) their commercial power.


12 May 1937 was the date of the Coronation of King George the Sixth. Every school child in Bury received a blue-and-gold-covered book entitled George VI, King and Emperor. Still on my shelves, it contains black-and-white pictures of an always smiling Princess Elizabeth in Windsor Great Park, standing among flowers at the Royal Lodge in Windsor, and along with her more camera-shy young sister at Glamis Castle.


It was all remote fairy-tale stuff for kids in grim and grimy Lancashire. I couldn’t have guessed that a quarter-century later, as a young Reuters correspondent, I’d be following Margaret’s romantic meetings in London and Belgium with the dashing RAF Group-Captain Peter Townsend, and a few years later would be presented to her elder sister, now Queen, on the Royal Yacht.


In a rather sententious foreword to the Coronation gift book, Mayor John Whitehead reminded us kids of the meaning of the letters found on every penny – BRITT; OMN; REX; IND; IMP. The slogan referred, he wrote, to all the British dominions beyond the seas; stretching round the globe circle-wise, like the Imperial crown itself, set with great jewels like Canada, Australia, India, New Zealand, South Africa, and with lesser gems, though no less bright, like Ceylon, the West Indies, Rhodesia, Newfoundland, Malta and Gibraltar. How much meaning, declared the Mayor, could be packed into those seventeen letters on a copper coin. Waxing ever more lyrical, he said how wonderful would be a huge assembly of children from all those places: Indian children would speak of palms and palaces, Australian boys and girls could describe the sheep farms, South Africans the veldt, with its wonderful flowers and sunsets, while Canadian children would speak of great lakes, pine forests and snow in the Rockies. Well, out of that long list (I haven’t mentioned them all) we still have Gibraltar, I suppose. Things have certainly changed. I think most of us at the time would have settled for one of those copper coins. For a penny we could at least have bought a bag of Mint Imperials at Ma James’s toffee shop.


At eight I had my first real glimpse of royalty. When the King and Queen toured industrial Lancashire, I was one of 8,000 local children lining the route. As instructed, I waved my blue-and-white paper handkerchief and no doubt cheered shrilly with the rest of the kids when the open limousine, preceded by police cars, drove briefly past. A police aircraft circled above, which I liked.


‘Flags and bunting enlivened drab-fronted houses’ as the local paper quite objectively described the scene. A hundred men, it was recorded, climbed on the roof of the town centre Two Tubs pub for a grandstand view of the monarch. Disabled soldiers from the 1914 and Boer wars were presented by the Lord of the Manor, Lord Derby, quaintly described by the Bury Times in terms reminiscent of the Victorian age as ‘the embodiment of graciousness, tact and good fellowship’. The Queen, it was reported, ‘had a cheery word, for Bury’s maimed soldiers’, most of them on crutches or sitting in wheelchairs. Coverage of the event filled two pages of text with lots of pictures. An hour later, Their Majesties were on their way to the next shabby town along the route – Rochdale, I imagine. I wonder what they thought of our mean streets and those ‘satanic mills’.


A decade and a half after the First World War and a year before the outbreak of the Second, Lancashire was still suffering from the recession. There were many jobless, lots of men were on the dole or living on measly compensation for war injuries. Like many others, my father had to graft for a living, often traipsing round the houses at weekends to get paid in instalments for building jobs he’d already finished. The St Joseph’s families were all in much the same boat, hard up but respectable. I remember one poor lad who sometimes arrived at school with shoes but no socks on.


There wasn’t a great deal to celebrate, one might think, but the main headline in the Bury Times – for which I was later to work – read: ‘Cheering Bury Welcomes King and Queen’. Their Majesties had passed within a few hundred yards of the Chadwicks’ ancestral home. I doubt if royal heads would have turned! The principal image that sticks in my mind is of the Queen, as the procession passed close to the kerb where I stood. Her face looked painted, I told my mother afterwards. Either she was elaborately made-up, or considerably more tanned than we sun-starved urchins were ever likely to get. As the royal limousine passed, she gave us what I came to know later as the royal wave. Then we went back to our classrooms. The souvenir books arrived later.


Though money was scarce, our parents always tried to give us a nice Christmas. My brother and I would hang up long woollen stockings on the posts of the big bed we shared and, sure enough, when we woke up on Christmas morning they looked satisfyingly bulky. It was mainly glossy apples and oranges (tangerines if they could get them), and model cars wrapped in silver paper, which were really made of chocolate when you took the paper off. The best present I ever got was a miniature red car with a wire and steering wheel attached to the top. Having wound it up and set it going, you could steer it between the legs of table and chairs on the living-room carpet. Interestingly enough, with war obviously on the horizon, it was a German-made Schuko, and one of the best Christmas presents I ever got. The apples and oranges were soon eaten, but the Schuko car kept me happy for months.


As for real life cars, I had my first ride in one of them in the late thirties. A couple of times a year we’d get a visit from distant relatives, also of Irish origin, whom we called Auntie Nellie and Uncle Jim. These were exotic folk to us, apart from the big car they parked in York Street. They lived in far-off Bradford, across the Pennines, and were described as ‘being in the wool trade’. This meant they sold good Yorkshire wool in the market towns of Northern England – where they were also familiar with all the racetracks, like York and Pontefract, and knew some of the trainers and jockeys well. They injected a welcome cheery note into our often rather silent household, and it was always nice when Nellie invited us lads over for a week during the holidays. They’d lived in the United States for some years, and the story went that in the late twenties and early thirties, until Prohibition ended, Jim had been involved in liquor-running across the Canadian border. This gave him a big extra touch of glamour. He said little himself. Bald-headed and ever smiling, he was content to sit back in a chair beside the fire while Nellie chattered on. They seemed to know all the Catholics and others who mattered in Bradford, including the clergy. Their friends’ children, who always seemed to be training as doctors or lawyers, were invariably described as ‘brilliant’, which made us boys feel rather inferior. We wondered how we could ever become as ‘brilliant’ as these Bradford lads. (But I’m sure she told the Bradford friends just the same thing about us.)


After quitting the wool trade, Jim set up as a bookie in their semi-detached house in Eccleshill Road. Unhappily, a few years later, he was virtually cleaned out after the young man from a horse racing family, whom they’d adopted and unwisely one day left in charge of the operation, omitted to lay off the bets on a big race at Doncaster, which cost Jim thousands. Well, they’d certainly led an eventful life. As they drove off in the big car towards the road over the moors, I envied them their colourful world. The house seemed silent when they left. They’d have fitted perfectly in the world of J B Priestley.


A couple of years after the Royal Visit, we gathered that there was now ‘a war on’, and German air raids might be expected. For this eventuality, we kids were all given gas masks with shoulder strap and case, to be hung over our shoulders and carried at all times. The masks were a weird sight when worn, with their broad plastic eye screens, behind which we made funny faces at each other, and a strange circular nozzle vaguely resembling a pig’s snout. The nozzle, we were told, contained special chemicals which would protect us from being gassed, like our unfortunate soldiers in the First World War trenches. I remember well the rubbery smell of the masks. Another smell lingers. Suddenly, it seemed, a piece of waste ground beside the school had been excavated into tunnels, into which we filed regularly for ‘air-raid shelter practice’. The special smell down there came from the prefabricated asbestos walls – which would hardly be considered a good idea today.


As with most elementary school pupils, we didn’t have much in the way of books at home. Reading was largely confined to my father’s Daily Mail and church magazines, one of which printed a poem of mine, suitably dedicated to St Joseph. To supplement this meagre intellectual fare, we boys joined Bury’s public library as soon as we were old enough and took out books regularly from the children’s section.


With our noses buried in these pages, we weren’t always popular at home. ‘Aren’t you doin’ a bit too much of this blinkin’ readin’!’ remonstrated the father of the household occasionally. ‘ ’Aven’t a word to say to anybody these days.’ However, we went on using the public library and art gallery, a handsome stone building which, gratifyingly, still stands in the centre of Bury, though now robbed of its Lowry picture, stupidly sold off to fill a hole in the town budget.


The Star Picture House, the smallest cinema in Bury, charged twopence at the kids’ Saturday matinee. An old friend tells me his mother would give him twopence-halfpenny (the odd halfpenny for a chocolate bar). We at Number 12 seldom had money for the pictures and I queued for one Saturday afternoon matinee (usually cowboy films with Tom Mix or Buck Rogers) in battered football boots. My school shoes were in for repair. ‘Nobody’s going to notice,’ my mother assured me. They did, and jeered. My next-door pal from York Street, Protestant Eric Jennings, whose father and elder brothers, unlike Catholics, all had well-paid engineering jobs at Bury Felt Works, was treated much more indulgently and frequently got to visit the Star. I think he tried not to gloat.


The hinterland beyond the Star was dangerous territory. A small but tough and wiry boy called Mick Hargreaves ran a gang in those parts. It was better to move at least in pairs in the Brick Street area. You might well be kidnapped and frogmarched a few blocks before being released. We had our own gang, led by Ted Eastwood, an older boy from York Street. It was usual practice in the run-up to the Fifth of November to raid other gangs’ back yards and steal their ‘bommy-wood’ (bonfire wood) – assorted collections of battered old wooden fences, planks and trees. Not furniture; that people kept.


As the youngest and smallest of our gang, I’d be hoisted up on to the coping stone above the back gate and ordered to lean down and draw back the bolt, letting the others into the enemy stronghold. We’d take as much as we thought we could carry. We’d have checked the front of the house first, of course, to make sure the occupants of the house were ‘out’ – we hoped. Bonfire Night itself was celebrated, usually with parents in attendance, on a small patch of cindery waste ground between the houses in York Street. The sputtering sparks, fireworks and rockets temporarily lit up a damp Lancashire winter evening. I was never crazy about fireworks, though. I hated the Little Demons, bangers which might be suddenly thrown at your feet and explode. I preferred rockets and cascades of stars.


In summer, the thing to have was a ‘bogey’. This was a homemade ‘car’, the body consisting of a short plank fixed lengthways across the axles from two discarded prams. For some reason (they had bigger families then) there seemed to be a regular supply of these. You attached the back axle, using two bolts, squarely under the rear of the plank. The front axle had just one bolt in the middle, so you could swivel to left or right with the help of a rope. On level streets, one of you would push the other along. The best place to race was a steep cross-street from Wash Lane to York Street. Here you could reach a good speed. The main thrill came when you had to swerve quickly to get round the right-hand corner at the end. If you didn’t get the balance right, you fell off. And you just hoped nobody would be coming the other way, otherwise there could be angry words.


I was recently sent a black-and-white aerial photograph of Bury in 1933. Over an area of about two miles square, a ring of eleven mill chimneys, rather like candles on a birthday cake, more or less encircles the house in Wash Lane. The pilot must have chosen a fine Sunday afternoon for the filming, for not one of the chimneys is smoking. You can see St Paul’s Church and graveyard, the Star Picture House, Bell School, the end-of-row house where I was born, and the nearby builder’s yard. You’d need a microscope to get a closer look at the house. Maybe we were in there at the time – or more likely at church! The chimneys are all gone today, thank the Lord.


As we got older, my brother and I got as far as we could from the mills. We’d take a bus or tram to an end-of-town terminus, then strike off along old tracks and drovers’ roads crossing the moors. Bleak Knowl Hill rose like a truncated pyramid to the north, and in summer the ridge of the Pennines smudged the horizon. The valleys housed the last relics of Lancashire’s first industrial age. Tottering old stone chimneys pointed the way to long-abandoned industrial settlements. Along a winding stream once used to power mill machinery were the tracks of long defunct tramways and the weed-covered remains of waterwheels and workers’ cottages. A now shuttered-up village school once educated over 200 children in the first phase of Lancashire’s industrial age. In the nearby valley of Birtle Dene, cloth was woven, hauled by windlass up a steep hillside, then loaded on to horse-drawn wagons for delivery to Manchester merchants.


Lancashire’s first immigrant workers worked here, mainly jobless farm labourers from Suffolk. Old church records tell of the baptisms, funerals and Christmas parties of a thriving community in the mid-nineteenth century. It was soon to be part of history. These remote valleys didn’t link up with main roads, which wasn’t good for business. One by one, the mills sold up and year by year the tall chimneys ceased smoking. Industry was concentrated in the towns. A few years later, I’d write all this up in the Bolton Evening News. After getting the story together, photographer Jack Deighton and I would take a swim in one of the old mill lodges, the water now crystal clear. The few remaining factory walls with their gaping windows are now used for background shots in historical TV dramas. The pub at the top of the lane I walked with my aunt as a six-year-old has now become an upmarket country restaurant. Along the ‘Forgotten Valley’, as local historians have dubbed it, the mill ruins get greener every summer. Soon you’ll hardly know there’d ever been an industry there at all.


Like many of our pals, we avidly collected birds’ eggs. We’d learned how to push a pin through one end of the egg and blow out the contents. Every schoolboy knew that. We already had song thrushes’ and blackbirds’ eggs, their nests frequently spotted as a dark patch in a hedgerow.


Suddenly one day, in a wooded valley near the village of Birtle, came the chance of getting an egg that none of our pals had. There was the bright blue-and-orange flash of a kingfisher as it flew off startled from a log bridging a stream. We knew kingfishers tunnelled into the sandy banks of streams, nesting in a cavity at the end. ‘Have a look down there,’ ordered my brother, asserting his thirteen-month seniority. I let myself down on to the gravelly edge of the stream and spotted the nesting hole. Quickly I thrust my arm into the tunnel, and out came a cluster of beautiful little white, almost round eggs. It was a triumphant moment. We were elated as we made our way home, and our friends were envious. Eventually, of course, other interests superseded the birdwatching, and those eggs went with the rest of the collection into the dustbin. I’ve always loved kingfishers, but I’ve never seen one since. If I did, I’d apologise. We tried to make amends by joining the junior section of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), but then committed new misdemeanours by claiming, in our reports, sightings of exotic birds we’d certainly never spotted. Well, we were only trying to help . . .


Apart from reading and model-making, home entertainment on cold winter evenings, with the gas lamp glowing and a fire flickering in the grate, largely consisted of the wireless. And when I think back, we didn’t get any less enjoyment from that simple radio set standing on a side table near the rear window than from the ever larger TV screens I see today, which seem to substitute size for content. With the radio, you used your imagination a bit more, and the result was maybe just as colourful. As kids, our first regular pre-war listening was Toytown, a delightful serial recounting the adventures of Larry the Lamb, his friend Denis the Dachshund, the stalwart Ernest the Policeman (‘What’s goin’ on ’ere?’) and grumpy old Mr Groucher. Over the years, we graduated to the exploits of Paul Temple, Detective, and his poshly accented wife, Steve, who clearly inhabited a sophisticated London milieu far removed from our own. We never missed an instalment, as Temple grappled with the urban underworld or German spies in disguise – except, of course, when the battery of the radio ran out, which always seemed to happen in the middle of a crisis.


‘ ’As that blinkin’ battery gone again?’ cried father – as much of a Paul Temple addict as ourselves. Nothing to do about it. There were two batteries in the old radio sets, wet and dry. The dry one could be inserted fairly straightforwardly in the back of the wireless. The wet battery was a square glass phial, rather larger than a jam jar, which had to be professionally charged. My brother and I lugged it in turns by the handle of its metal holder half a mile down York Street and Rochdale Road to ‘Mr Monks’ wireless shop’. There we’d hand it in for recharging, and take its already topped-up twin back home again. Too late for Paul Temple by then. To find out whether Temple and Steve had got out of that particular scrape, we’d have to wait a week for that ominous staccato signature tune – extracted as I found years later from Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade. I thought the music frightening, hinting at evil events just around the corner. Things were never the same in later years when the highly evocative music by Rimsky-Korsakov and Arnold Bax was unaccountably dropped in favour of Vivian Ellis’s anodyne ‘Coronation Scot’, which we didn’t think sounded menacing at all.


Our post-war diet of radio thrills was supplied by Dick Barton, Special Agent, whose fifteen-minute adventures alongside Snowy the Cockney and Jock the Scot were heralded by the equally atmospheric ‘Devil’s Gallop’. How effective those signature tunes were. They introduced me to all sorts of music which, whenever I hear it half a century later, takes me back into other worlds. The extracts from Bizet’s L’Arlésienne, only identified by me much later, I thought equally appropriate in a BBC serialisation of Louise Alcott’s Little Women, especially the haunting passage allocated to the death of one of the participants. Another wartime ‘must’ – and my first insight into radio journalism – was In Town Tonight, which every Saturday ‘stopped the mighty roar of London’s traffic’ for interviews with famous names of the day. Atmosphere was also expertly conjured up in pre-TV days by the eerie introduction to that first interplanetary serial, Journey Into Space, and by actor Valentine Dyall’s menacing voice as ‘The Man In Black’.


Throughout the years there were also the comics, not always bought but swapped with friends down the street – the Dandy and Beano, from which we graduated to the more literate Hotspur, Wizard and Rover, with fewer pictures and more text. During the war, we followed the exploits of Rockfist Rogan, the RAF fighter ace, and a mysterious man called ‘Wilson’, who lived for some reason in a cave on the moors, from where he came down occasionally to sort out problems in more comfortable surroundings. And of course the inimitable Biggles and his mates, Algy and Ginger, as they grappled with sneering Nazi henchmen in the Baltic, or international crooks like the ‘King of the Forest’ in the jungles of Latin America, but whose strongest expletives were ‘Gosh!’, ‘By Jove!’, or, in the direst of circumstances, ‘Jumping Rattlesnakes!’. In these books were the forerunners of the James Bond villains.


The library books I borrowed were often about aeroplanes and the North, both of which topics strongly appealed to me (and still do). One adventure story had illustrations of a strangely modernistic vehicle looking rather like a railway carriage on skis. From this, white-coated Finnish soldiers would tumble, to swish like ghosts through snow-covered conifer forests as they fought the Russian invaders. I was captivated.


Then suddenly, from what one picked up from the adults or heard on the ‘wireless’, the Russians had become our allies . . . So now it was just the Germans we had to hate. I’d been similarly perplexed as an even smaller boy, during the Spanish Civil War, by catching snippets of adult conversation and odd news fragments that my father threw out from behind his Daily Mail. This man Franco didn’t seem to us like a very nice guy – but we were Catholics and he was supposed to be fighting for Catholicism against the communists, and must therefore be supported, like the Germans who were helping him out. Then, a few years later, we suddenly had to hate the Germans and like the Russians! It was all very confusing. When Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced on 3 September 1939, in that effete and quavering upper-class voice, that Adolf Hitler hadn’t played the game and we were at war with Germany, I asked my mother apprehensively as a nine-year-old what was going to happen now. ‘Oh, it’s nothing to worry about,’ she said, and that was that. So I didn’t.


But I was well aware of the air battles. As well as poems, my old notebook contains crude drawings of a Hawker Hurricane fighter, bullets spraying from the wings. As a grammar school boy later, I used some of my pocket money to buy the Aeroplane Spotter magazine regularly from a little shop in Bolton, and knew the silhouettes and front views of everything from a Supermarine Spitfire to a Heinkel 111. On our kitchen table, I carved out a solid balsa-wood model of the Hurricane. Thus encouraged, I assembled a trickier balsa-wood-and-paper model plane with rubber-band motor which you wound up with the propeller. I had the enormous satisfaction of seeing it take off in a nearby park and land without crashing. I was among the first at a ‘War Effort’ exhibition in the town centre Co-op building to see a real Messerschmitt 109 fighter which had made a forced landing on the Pennine moors. Like other plane-crazy kids, I got to sit for a few moments in the cockpit. I reflected that there wasn’t much room for a grown man in there.


Most of the visiting German aircraft, of course, didn’t finish up on the moors. The air raids started in 1942, and Manchester was the worst hit north-west town. You could see the red fire glows in the sky at night. Ten miles north, we ourselves remained comparatively immune, but still had to go down to the shelters at night when the sirens sounded. The puny underground trenches dug out in our school playground were never used in earnest. In industrial areas such as ours, mill and factory basements became shelters, and sometimes we’d be woken up during the night to walk down York Street in darkness to the musty-smelling cellar of one of those mills. Half asleep most of the time as we huddled down there in blankets, we’d trudge back home after the all-clear, then get up again for school.


Manchester residents fared much worse, but courageously work went on. About this time, my little sister Pat had been chosen as May Queen. Splendid in her white dress and long train, she stood in the pulpit of St Joseph’s Church and performed the traditional ceremony of placing a floral crown on the head of Our Lady’s statue. Afterwards, my mother had arranged for this fine dress material to be made up into altar vestments for the church by a specialist firm in Manchester. In a letter preserved in the family files from the firm of Thos Brown and Co., Church Furnishers, of Brazenose Street, Manchester, I find them writing:


‘What with air raids and sickness in our workroom, we don’t know where we’ve been up to. Yes, it is awful getting up in the night and going to the shelter. I don’t know what it will be like in winter.


But, like Brits everywhere, they carried on with the job – and apologised for any inconvenience.


For five years from 1940, despite the war, my brother and I travelled back and forth to school in Bolton. Kitted out in smart brown blazers with the school crest in gold thread on the breast pocket, we felt almost like traitors among friends who’d stayed on at St Joseph’s – but I hardly think anyone got paranoid. Our main aim was not to look ‘soft’. We had to tramp a mile to the railway station on the other side of town and we didn’t think walking together would be a good idea. That would be ‘soft’. And once I had acquired a smart brown canvas violin case after being enrolled in the school orchestra, my brother refused to be associated with me at all. Violins were for softies. We walked to the station on opposite sides of the street, preferably a hundred yards apart.


Pulled by one of those charming old 2-4-2 engines, the train left Knowsley Street Station at 0823 as scheduled, and continued to do so throughout the war, arriving in Bolton twenty minutes later after passing Burnden Park football ground. At Trinity Street Station, we transferred to a bus for a couple of miles, and then there was a final half-mile walk to school. Did someone say that kids today are mollycoddled?





Chapter 2



AFTER NIGHTS IN THE AIR-RAID SHELTER, WE DODGE MISSILES AT SCHOOL


I hardly think they’d allow it today. A French teacher (aptly named Father Power) hurling a wooden-backed duster like a German missile at someone lounging in the back row? Or rapping you on the head with his knuckles if you hadn’t studied your verbs? But this was the early forties, and it was wartime. Maybe he thought it would prepare us for military service, if hostilities lasted that long.


Of course there were more engaging teachers. Brother Stephen, for instance, who taught Latin. He joined us boys at impromptu football games on the tarmacked tennis courts in the lunch hour, playing alternately for one side or the other, deftly threading the ball through the bottom folds of his black cassock as he moved swiftly goalwards. On the whole, Thornleigh College was good fun, a far cry from anything we’d been used to.


It was on the fringe of wooded countryside in one of the more exclusive residential areas of Bolton. There were only big houses out there, and the Salesian Fathers who established the school had shown fine perception in acquiring a group of these, around which newer classrooms were built.


The main house, where lived the priest and brothers of the community – and a few schoolboy boarders – was (and remains) a fine example of a distinguished country house, built largely of brick, set off with sculpted stone balustrades and wide steps leading down to the gardens and playing fields.


An archway led to new red-brick classrooms and open cloisters, on the pillars of which were posted school news and the line-ups for Saturday’s soccer matches. I was, rather appropriately, allocated to St Chad’s House, my brother to St Albans.


The school was established in the late 1920s, specifically to further the education of Catholic boys, and teachers were naturally of the same faith. The Rector was a Father Walsh (Irish origin again), but the presiding genius was the headmaster. The appropriately named Father Wiseman was very English. An Oxford man, he spoke in an upmarket accent, exotic to most of us Lancastrians, and ran the school with quiet authority. Most of our teachers were priests, the others Catholic laymen, some of them from neutral Ireland and thus not subject to wartime National Service.


We were not a ‘rugger’ school, though some of our schoolmates came from rugby league towns like nearby Wigan and Leigh. Soccer was the main game, top matches played on a pitch in the nearby countryside, for some reason dubbed ‘Hill 60’ – the name of a famous First World War battlefield in the Dardanelles.


French and Latin were taught from the very first year, for which I remain grateful. Though I see in an old prize day programme which my mother must have kept that I won special prizes at fifteen – the year of the old School Certificate – for Latin, as well as English and French, I never became a Latin enthusiast. The language remains a bit too dry and compact for my taste. I like a few prepositions and link words here and there. Its great value later was to help in learning modern Mediterranean tongues.


I never took to mathematics and science with much enthusiasm, though enjoying the Bunsen burners and bubbling experiments in the lab. I’d somehow manage to come out top of the class every year, though I don’t remember ever being a ‘swot’. Nor was I later at university, where my Top Second degree might have been upgraded to a First if I’d done more work, undiverted by such competing attractions as the English Society football team.


My father was now an air-raid warden, being too old for the call-up. With building jobs hard to find in wartime, he did some day work as a clerical assistant in, I think, the ration books department at Bury Town Hall. He could probably have competed with many of those permanently located in that building – who did not, I imagine, include any Catholics. He’d a sharp mind and, for someone who’d left school at fourteen and educated himself thereafter at technical school evening classes, had a remarkable facility in written English to match his idiomatic use of northern speech. His ARP (Air-Raid Precautions) post was at the Gladstone Club, one of several ostensibly political but mainly social clubs named after former political leaders; others included the Cobden, Salisbury and Trevelyan. So, to the Gladstone, as it was known, my brother and I would be despatched with meal baskets when he was on evening or night duty. This routine went on until the danger of air raids subsided.


Our nearest bomb scare would come, though, not during the days of the big Blitz but towards the end of the war, when my brother and I, sharing a big double bed in the cramped quarters of 12 Wash Lane on Christmas Eve, 1944, suddenly heard a deep rattling sound in the night sky. Like an oversized motorbike, and familiar to us from radio and press descriptions as the sound of a German V-1 flying bomb, or ‘doodlebug’ as they were nicknamed, maybe aimed at Manchester. We lay in trepidation as the menacing noise came ever nearer, and were half petrified when the motor stopped. We knew the rocket would now plunge to earth and hit some indiscriminate target. We were still counting the seconds when a minute later came the loud explosion. It had found a target three miles away in the nearby village of Tottington, wrecking a row of houses and the Red Lion pub and killing seven people who were not as lucky as us.


We had no relatives in England in the armed forces, but one of our Irish relatives did contribute, a handsome youngish man we knew as ‘Brother Edmund Ryan’. He’d studied for the priesthood, as so many youngsters in Ireland then seemed to do, but, like them, quit the seminary. The first we kids knew of his existence was when he suddenly arrived in British Army uniform from the Far East, where he’d fought with the forces in the Burma campaign. He seemed a nice, sensitive man, and it was strange that after the war he just disappeared in the United States, though his parents (our Irish grandparents) and three sisters were living there. Apart from that, we saw few uniforms, though there was an occasional visit in Wash Lane or York Street from one of the young men on leave. And we heard, of course, whenever Catholic families in the parish lost a son.


Ironically, we probably saw more German soldiers (as prisoners) than our own. Travelling home from school, we’d occasionally see them step off the train, where they’d presumably been kept in the guard’s van under escort, and driven off in a truck. We knew where it was going: a POW camp a few miles away. Sometimes we’d trek down the still cobbled Manchester Old Road to the village of Warth, not to gloat at the men behind the barbed wire – who didn’t look particularly unhappy – but to watch them play football. Some of them looked pretty good at the game.


One German POW at a nearby camp stayed on after the war, married a local girl and re-emerged as Bert Trautmann, a star goalkeeper at Manchester City. Though thousands protested at the time, he became highly popular, and was much later honoured with the Order of the British Empire. What I noticed particularly was that all these young Germans looked so brown and fit, in contrast to at least some of our pale and weedy countrymen. It was perhaps my first image of continental Europeans. Whatever these men may have done, they looked in pretty good shape. It was one positive image of Europe that would stay with me for a long time.


Despite the war, the train rides to school went routinely. The station names were as reassuringly English – Black Lane, Bradley Fold and Darcy Lever – as in that delightful Flanders and Swann song nostalgically recalling pre-Beeching days. And just before arriving in Bolton, we had a grandstand view from above the terrace of Burnden Park football ground, home of the Wanderers, whose regular post-war team one of my schoolmates in Bolton could recite by heart – ‘Hanson, Threlfall, Hubbick etc. etc.’ A couple of years after the war, in a cup match against Stoke City, the same standing-only terrace below the old railway line became a disaster scene, when thirty-three spectators were trampled to death after crowd barriers collapsed. The old railway line no longer exists.


The separate train compartments of the time were made for mischief. When we were passing over a high viaduct outside Bolton, older lads – whom we all thought extremely tough – would wrench light bulbs from the ceiling and hurl them down through the open window over the slate rooftops below. Maybe this was the effect of the bomb raids. Schoolboy vandalism is ever present, I fear. It was perhaps as well that, once my brother and I had bikes, we stopped using the train and pedalled seven hilly miles to school and back, which meant aching muscles, but kept us out of mischief.


The Thornleigh years were golden days. Compared with the drab streets back home, the green fields, country tracks and overgrown woods surrounding the school were paradise. Gang culture never seems to lose its attraction for boys, and during the extended lunch break, after eating sandwiches brought from home, we would roam through nearby woods, known as ‘The Preserves’ but easily entered through breaks in the surrounding stone walls, then team up into two groups and pursue each other through the trees, using small stones as ammunition. I can’t remember anyone ever getting hurt. The stones seemed to mainly ricochet off tree trunks. The place was a small wonderland for mill town boys, with conveniently branched birch trees to climb, half-overgrown paths to explore and a gloomy stone-arched tunnel in which a tinkling stream ran from one glade to another. You could just about walk through it with your head down.


Being a schoolboy wasn’t all sweetness and light. Forgetting (or maybe ignoring) what we in Form Two had been told, I made the big mistake during an end-of-term exam, as all our heads were bent over the papers, of chatting with a neighbour. Father Tyson, the teacher, decided I’d been cheating, and told me to report the incident to the headmaster. At the lunchtime break, a small queue of us lined up before the door of Father Wiseman’s study. Whenever we saw the blind drawn swiftly down across the glass, we knew what was going to happen inside. The number of thwacks we heard gave us some idea of the extent of the crime. When I got to the head of the queue myself and entered the headmaster’s room, he didn’t have to tell me the punishment for cheating was six of the best.


They were administered with a wide wooden stick like a butter bat, and when I duly bent over the leather arm of the chair I knew what was coming. Morale demanded that you should take it like a man – and Father Wiseman was kind enough to let miscreants exit by another door, so they didn’t have to run a mocking gauntlet with tears in their eyes. I never made the same mistake again.


I found myself in the school orchestra among the first violins. Unlike my exploratory fumblings on piano, I learnt from the start the correct things to do with my fingers on the strings, and could soon read at least single-note scores, and also know the sound of the four strings, E, A, D and G, which I can still hum correctly. Our music teacher, Mr Woods from Blackburn, shepherded us through items like the Minuet from Handel’s Berenice, the Barcarole from Offenbach’s Tales of Hoffmann, Elgar’s ‘Pomp and Circumstance’ March No. 2 and the slower movements of Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, whose breakneck final section we, perhaps wisely, never attempted. We performed at occasions like the annual prize-giving at Bolton’s Victoria Hall, programmed among the prayers, speeches and solo items. Our musical contributions, I’m inclined to think, were better appreciated by those present than the hectoring tones of the Bishop of Salford, the very Irish Dr Henry Vincent Marshall, who seemed to like haranguing the faithful and running down the infidels. He’d be rather out of place today. Paradoxically, the chief benefit of such colleges as ours was to foster lively minds unwilling to bow and scrape to anyone – including the clergy (who are themselves, of course, rather different today).


I have a pretty good musical memory, and the Mozart work stuck in my head, with an amusing sequel. In the immediate post-war years, to make a bit of cash, I spent one summer with other undergraduates picking fruit in East Anglia. One fine day, standing up on a long ladder among the branches, I must have been absent-mindedly whistling the Mozart. Suddenly, from among the shaded leaves in a parallel row of trees, I was addressed by a German girl student standing on another ladder; she and compatriots were invited over by student bodies in reconciliation moves after the war. She asked in puzzled tones in heavily accented English, ‘How comes it that you are knowing the “Little Night-Music” all the way through?’ and I duly explained.


Rehearsals took place after normal school hours in the library of a lovely old country house called The Leas, bought by the Salesian Fathers as an annexe. After we had sawn our way, with a few glitches, through the next classical work on our repertoire, Mr Woods would let us relax, take up his own violin, close his eyes and play for us his own favourite piece, the famous ‘Meditation’ from Massenet’s Thaïs. To this day, when I hear the piece, I see a silver-haired old man, eyes closed, playing the poignant melody, as a setting sun streams through the windows, lighting up old oak-panelled walls.


It wasn’t all classics. The quietly smiling and bespectacled Brother Anthony, who played cello in the school orchestra, astonished and impressed us all when he broke out one day into a very rhythmic pizzicato version of the swing number, ‘I’m Beginning to See the Light’. So was I too. Jazz was not something we ever heard at home. There was the odd bit of dance music on the wireless, like Henry Hall and his Orchestra, but the big revelation for me came as we gathered round a wind-up gramophone at school camp and a classmate produced a 78 rpm black shellac record he’d brought from home. For the first time I heard the intoxicating rhythm of a black American pianist with the exotic name of Meade Lux Lewis playing his own ‘Honky Tonk Train Blues’. I was hooked for life.


My musical career, such as it ever was, began when it was apparently discovered as a child that I had a good memory for a song and, presumably, quite a pleasant voice. I became familiar through the wireless with the light tenor voice and immaculate articulation of John McCormack. So at family gatherings, dominated by Irish folk, I’d be prevailed upon to sing old favourites like ‘Father O’Flynn’ (‘You’ve a Wonderful Way wit’ Yer!’). I yearned in vain to be taught the piano. Though I like to hear a violin well played, it was never my choice. I just seemed to get stuck with it. My favourite instrument has always been the piano, or keyboard, which I was sadly destined never to learn properly.


Music-making seems to have run through the English side of the family. My uncle Frank, whom I barely remember, had played the organ for services at St Marie’s Church, and my father was quite a competent amateur pianist. He was never backward in coming forward on social occasions, when the genial side of his personality emerged, and he had quite a repertoire. He was much in demand at family get-togethers. When some lady vocalist among the visitors was prevailed upon to ‘oblige’, with a number such as ‘Pale Hands I Loved’, ‘When Rooks Fly Homeward’, or another old drawing-room ballad, my father would oblige too – as accompanist. He was not averse to performing solo either, and was much taken by the Viennese waltz form, in which he worked up quite an attractive swing. Johan Strauss’s ‘Blue Danube’ was one of his favourites, and even as an old man he could work his way, partly from memory, through all its variations. It’s good I recorded him doing it. His popular showpiece was a tune called ‘The Fairy Wedding Waltz’, full of upwards and downwards glissandi, which he was pleased to play on request with gnarled fingers well into later life. My son, as a young boy and never a musician, was dazzled by those dramatic runs and trills.


In those early days, my brother, as the eldest, was designated to learn the piano. The family upright, with its yellowing, chipped or badly indented keys, had seen better days. It resided in the dining room, so tiny that at mealtimes the table had to be pushed against the piano to make room for all of us to sit down. It was pulled back when my brother sat down at the keyboard for his regular lessons, conducted by the head of the household. Though he still enjoys playing, and is a better sight-reader than I, the path of learning was sometimes hard for Peter at that stage, as he strove to work out from a frayed music book such airs as ‘Woodstock Town’ (the tune of which I remember to this day). But he never seemed to get the hang of tunes in the key of G.


‘F sharp!’ my father would cry out in irritation, as Peter once again failed to negotiate correctly the closing bars of some tune or other in that key. ‘F sharp! I told you!’


The imprecation was sometimes accompanied, perhaps appropriately in view of the note in question, by a sharp rap on the back of the head. Poor Peter! It was hard going. Meanwhile I lurked in the background, eager to have a go myself. But it was decided (and one never questioned such decisions) that with Peter working on piano, I should learn something different. As a result, when I started at grammar school and it was known there was an orchestra there, I suddenly found myself with a violin, bought in Bury Market Hall at a long defunct music stall. I seemed to be stuck with it for years – though not, happily, for life. To add insult to injury, when my sister Patricia began to grow up, my father decided to teach her, not me, the piano. I was the odd man out.


Incredibly enough, it was only decades later, in retirement in Wimbledon, that I finally got a proper piano teacher. I was lucky enough at the local public library to spot a card on the notice board with a phone number. This turned out to be that of a charming and extremely talented young American piano student at London’s Royal Academy of Music. Simone Dinnerstein, being a practical American, was giving lessons to pay some of the bills. She wanted to know what I could play, and I found myself playing Gershwin’s ‘Embraceable You’ – perhaps not the best choice at a first meeting with a young lady. Nevertheless she took me on, sorted out some of my left-hand problems, and got me reading music as well as extemporising. I was later delighted to be invited, along with her friends and parents, who flew in from New York, to her performance of Beethoven’s Emperor concerto at London’s Festival Hall. Simone now performs around the world, and recently topped the classical charts in the United States for a Bach recording. What wouldn’t I have given for such a teacher when I was ten or twelve years old! Or even five, as she had been when she started. I heard the other day on Radio Three that the great film composer Erich Korngold wrote his first symphony at eleven, by which age the great Mozart was also well into his stride.


One of the benefits of attending a Catholic school (or a punishment, according to how you look at it) was learning Gregorian plainchant, which we all sang at services in the lovely old wood-panelled chapel. You were a bit thrown out at first when confronted with a four-line (as against five-line) stave, and all those strange square and diamond-shaped notes, quite different from the circular blobs with tails in the music we played in the school orchestra. But you got used to it, and I suppose it improved your sight-reading.


Those were great times for the movies. There were no fewer than six full-size cinemas in Bury, not mentioning the old and now outmoded Star Picture House. To our delight, my mother took a part-time job at the box office of one of them, the Scala Cinema. This was doubly lucky for us. It meant we got in to see movies for free. And secondly it showed Warner Brothers’ films, their top star the devilishly handsome Irish-Australian Errol Flynn, always the conquering hero in swashbuckling films like The Sea Hawk and The Adventures of Robin Hood. We loved, or hated, the supporting casts: bluff and hearty Alan Hale as one of Robin’s trusty lieutenants, villains played by the rather sinister Claude Raines and the arrogant Basil Rathbone. There’d be hisses among the youngsters in the front rows when the latter appeared on screen, with his sneering lip. We all knew from the start he’d never win that sword fight with Errol Flynn up and down the wide winding staircase of Nottingham Castle. I must surely have been impressed too by the lushly romantic scores of a composer I’d never then heard of, Erich Korngold. But if Flynn was our hero, casual and self-assured, and a big hit with the girls, Humphrey Bogart was the God – tough, laconic of speech and quite unsentimental. Excellent casts there too, especially in the Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler adaptations, notably the lisping, slightly creepy Peter Lorre and fat and fleshy Sydney Greenstreet in The Maltese Falcon.


Yes, at the end of the day, the man was Bogart – who, as we increasingly noted as we got older, always got beautiful women too, without apparently trying, like the dreamy Ingrid Bergman or sultry Lauren Bacall. My brother and I would walk home, dazed by Flynn’s acrobatic exploits, up dreary Lord Street (factories all the way) and York Street (factories half the way). Or trying to look as tough as Bogart, hands in our raincoat pockets, ready to give a snappy reply to anyone foolish enough to cross our path. They didn’t know there were guns in those pockets.


It was only in post-war years that I came to appreciate Bogey was more than a tough guy. He had that special mixture of hardness and vulnerability in films like The African Queen, and the crazy menace of his Captain Queeg in The Caine Mutiny. He’s reported to have been asked once how he managed to portray Queeg’s paranoid personality. ‘Simple,’ said Bogie, ‘everybody knows I’m nuts anyway.’


If I believed in ghosts, I’d surely see them now when I drive in summer along the leafy road to Worcester. Gangs of schoolboys, picking plums in the orchards beside the road, or bathing on warm evenings in the river Avon. We were a happy lot, as well we might be, having exchanged smoke-ridden Lancashire for this sunnier, fruit-laden vale. More like a Garden of Eden, it seemed, when we arrived on the train from Manchester, bikes stacked in the luggage vans. Our kitbags and suitcases had been brought down beforehand. After pedalling along the quiet country lane from Evesham station we’d find the tents already pitched in what looked almost like a country village. Bell tents for the boys, bigger tents for the masters and a large marquee for use as a dining room and recreation centre. We were there to help the war effort. The vale’s fruit industry (today almost defunct, alas) needed help. I’m sure Father Wiseman had also decided a visit to the Midlands would broaden our horizons. Every morning we trooped off to Stokes’s orchards on the hillside to pick plump Victorias and Yellow Eggs. We worked off ladders, propped precariously against the branches, throwing the fruit into large baskets, then clambered down and poured them into 72 lb crates. It was piecework and we didn’t earn a fortune, but we were doing a job the men at war couldn’t. Sometimes, boys being boys, we’d stick a small basket covered with leaves and branches under a tree and creep out from our tents at dead of night to reclaim it. Fifth row, second tree along. The following day we’d cycle to nearby Fladbury Station (now also just a memory) and post the package off to addresses in industrial Lancashire, for our mothers to make into pies. Even in wartime, the baskets always got there. I’m sure the farmers knew what was going on, but our schoolmasters didn’t, otherwise there’d have been trouble.


For a change from stews cooked by two of the Brothers and ladled out from the communal dixies, we’d cycle into Evesham to eat at the ‘British Restaurant’, a wartime innovation, and maybe walk up to the Regal Cinema along the street to see one of those ‘Road’ films, with Bob Hope and Bing Crosby. The songs, I thought, were great and I realised even at that age that the lyrics were in another class. The cleverest line, we all agreed, was in The Road To Morocco: ‘Like Webster’s Dictionary, we’re Morocco-bound.’ We thought that fabulous. Hope and Crosby, of course, had become one of the most famous double acts in film history. And we were all very much impressed by the female star, the dubiously named Dorothy Lamour. None of us schoolboys knew the songs were by the aristocratic-sounding Jimmy van Heusen. (He’d changed his name too, from the rather dull Chester Babcock.) Many years later I’d learn to play some of his brilliant creations on piano. ‘Here’s That Rainy Day’ is one of them.


‘How old are you lads?’ asked the landlord suspiciously at the Chequers Inn in the village of Fladbury, but he still sold us our first pint of cider. And the best thing at weekends was to cycle along the country lanes, quiet in wartime, to Worcestershire’s ancient cathedral towns and see the reality of golden stone abbeys and castles we’d only read about in our architecture lessons. The Vale of Evesham seemed then little short of fairyland. Nothing ever lasts, though. On retirement half a century later, I happily left a flat in Wimbledon to come back and settle. The plum trade’s virtually disappeared, and alas, no one seems to know why. Traditional English lassitude, perhaps. It would take a wiser man than me to say. And it’s perhaps as well there are no summer camps any more in those riverside meadows. In what passes for summer nowadays, they’ve twice been deep underwater.


Schoolboys en masse, as everyone knows, are an ignorant bunch. I always remember that memorable actor, Francis L Sullivan, declaring in the film version of Dickens’s Great Expectations, ‘I’ve a long experience of boys – and you’re a bad lot of fellows’. Dead right! Why, when a new and much-heralded music teacher asked us fifth-formers what we’d like him to play on piano, did I request Chopin’s devilishly difficult ‘Revolutionary Prelude’, which I’d recently heard on the radio? The poor man did his best to oblige, but his performance wouldn’t exactly have graced the Albert Hall. And how could we as sixth-formers have placed a mouse in the desk of a rather timid history master, to whom for some reason we’d taken a dislike? Youths home in like predators on any sign of weakness. I’d never be a teacher. With the same poor man, we went to ridiculous lengths with another elaborate trick, masterminded if I remember rightly by my cousin, Kevin.


Ten of us taking sixth-form history lessons customarily took our place in advance around a long table in the school library, symmetrically lined with rows of bookcases, with a window at either end. We decided it would be a good lark to shift all the books from one side to the other and move the teacher’s desk to the other end. When he did a double take on coming through the door and asked why the room had been changed around, we miserable creatures looked theatrically puzzled and cried, ‘It’s always been like that, sir!’


He tore his hair out as he left the room, probably deciding conscription couldn’t come too soon for any of us. Another teacher had to escort a gang of us by bus each Wednesday afternoon after school for swimming lessons at Bolton’s miserably named and dankly smelling Moss Street Baths. As the Bury and Rochdale gang, who all used the same train, were not crazy about swimming, and much preferred to go for an ice cream at Tognarelli’s before catching an early train home, we’d hide on the top deck as the rest of the class got off the bus, jubilant at not being spotted. In truth, the teacher doubtless knew exactly what was going on, and was only too glad to see the back of us. No wonder that after graduation I turned down with grateful thanks an invitation from Father Wiseman to teach English Literature at Thornleigh College.


Many of my friends left Thornleigh at sixteen. Some of us stayed on for two years, preparatory to the university entrance exams. Under Fr Wiseman’s tutelage, one’s education broadened, taking in more of music and literature, as well as some of the country’s deeper social history, not just the usual parade of kings and queens, the exact sequence of whom I never could remember. The work I specially recall was The History of the English Common People, by socialist authors G D H Cole and Raymond Postgate. I still have it on the shelves. It dealt with themes still highly relevant today. In the 1945 post-war election, we’d all rooted for Labour. We didn’t have a vote yet, but knew how we’d use it if we had. Nearly all of us from working-class backgrounds, we knew nobody wanted a return to the Hungry Thirties. In retrospect, it seems curious that a man with the stature and intelligence of Winston Churchill, who’d won the nation’s deep respect in so many other ways, seemed surprised when the Tories were thrown out.


Fr Wiseman, sensing some of us had a feel for language, had a small group of us work through a slim volume – paper-backed under wartime publishing restrictions – called Interpretations. This book demonstrated, in a series of extracts from prominent authors, how a scene or a story could be written up in a variety of styles, and asked us to do the same. (What better introduction to the life of a journalist?) And I was introduced through this erudite man to writers and composers I’d never heard of. Notably, ‘Saki’ (H H Munro), whose subtly menacing stories, however dated the social milieu they reflect, still delight. On the downside, such sophisticated writing only helped widen the growing divide between me and the folks at home. My mother would have been disconcerted, I imagine, by the eerie closing pages of Saki’s brilliant ‘The Music On The Hill’. And they’d both surely have been shocked if they’d ever actually read the novels of Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene, both ostensibly good Catholic authors. I was also introduced to the works of Gluck, one of whose best known titles, ‘Che farò?’, from Orfeo and Euridice, were the first Italian words I ever heard . . .


. . . apart from ‘Mussolini’, of course. But neither strutting Italian dictators nor stiffly saluting Nazis with curious moustaches cut much ice with schoolboys far from the conflict, though the gas mask drills, air raids and glowing red skies at night over Manchester had shown us it was all for real. We – and perhaps the British population at large – never wanted to take the enemy seriously. Hitler was portrayed as a bad joke rather than a permanent menace. Accordingly, to the ‘Colonel Bogey’ tune made famous years later in The Bridge on the River Kwai, we schoolboys used to sing in groups as we marched along (when parents weren’t about):


‘Hitler


Has only got – one – ball.


Goering


Has two, but they – are – small.


Himmler


Has something similar,


But poor old Goebbels


Has no balls


At all!’


Much later of course, I would find, when covering war crimes trials in Germany, or when an art dealer in Tel Aviv rolled back his sleeve to show me the tattoo on his arm, that Hitler and his henchmen were not such a joke after all.


My parents were exemplary Catholics, though my Dad’s father (never referred to) was actually Church of England. Being Catholic – or ‘Cat-licks’ as our Protestant playmates called us – was a complete departure from the family tradition. A search of old marriage and baptismal records shows that until the time my father came into the world, the Chadwicks of Bury had always been Anglicans or Nonconformists. Back in the late eighteenth century, the family were members of Bury’s Unitarian Church; then for some reason in the Victorian era we switched to St Paul’s. Then, I assume, my Catholic English grandmother must have insisted her children were brought up in that faith – as was usual in those days. There must have been marital trouble later. We’d always assumed our English grandfather was dead. He was never mentioned in our presence. Amazingly, I was in my fifties before Dad disclosed that long ago our grandfather had in fact, as he put it, ‘gone off with this ’ere lady to Blackpool’. Where, presumably, they died. I’d always wondered why our pals seemed to have lots of grandparents, while we had none. The other two, of course, were by now in America.
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