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‘Hers is an escape story from the working-class home . . . As she speeds towards independence, we are gagged, bound and bundled into the back of her getaway car, unable to do anything but gawp at her daring’

Sunday Times

‘Janet is her own finest creation . . .What is overwhelming is her seething, irrepressible hunger for life’

Observer

‘An extraordinary tale of ferocious ambition and the lengths to which one had to be prepared to go in order to clamber a little way up the greasy pole of the English class system’ London’s

Evening Standard

‘It will confirm her enemies’ prejudices and make no new friends. How very refreshing!’

Independent

‘Baggage is fast, furious, belligerent’

Guardian Weekend

‘Flamboyant, outspoken, charismatic . . . Janet Street-Porter has written a brilliant and unflinchingly frank account of her childhood and teenage years’

Daily Mail




[image: 001]

Janet Street-Porter moved from the Daily Mail to the London Evening Standard, and from broadcasting on LBC Radio in the 1970s to presenting, devising and producing shows for London Weekend Television. From 1988 to 1994 she was BBC Head of Youth and Entertainment Features, winning a BAFTA for originality in 1988. She spent a brief period as managing director of cable channel L!ive TV, was made editor of the Independent on Sunday in 1999 and is now an Editor at Large for the Independent.




For Pat




Thanks to: The Sisterhood




Prologue

She stares back at me, sulky, suspicious, distrustful, holding my gaze. There isn’t a day when she’s not here, shadowing me from the minute I wake up. In the bathroom, in the reflection of a shop window when I go to buy newspapers. At the hairdressers when I look up from a magazine. Whenever I try on a dress, she watches the proceedings with slightly pursed lips and a disapproving expression. I rip off the offending garment and rush from the store. Too fat, too old, trying to look fashionable, mutton dressed as lamb. That’s what she would be thinking. Why won’t she leave me alone? She’s here now while I write this, staring back at me from the train window, daring me to carry on.

At what point in my life did I start to morph into the  person I loathe? What crime or misdemeanour did I commit to trigger off the process? Why can’t I look like those laughing happy photos of me as a student in the 1960s, but gracefully older? Why am I turning inexorably into her - the saggy chin, the baggy eyes, the sour expression? For, if your face is a product of your life, mine has been so very different to hers. I have been well educated, well travelled, well read. I’ve soaked up contemporary culture, been assiduously open to new ideas, nurtured a wide circle of friends. I don’t smoke, I don’t speak Welsh, I don’t have roots in a small coastal village on the edge of the mountains. I’ve been careful with myself, spending a fortune on face cream, building a gym in my house, hiring the services of a personal trainer. I live in architect-designed spaciousness with modern art on the walls, everything hidden away, not a fancy plate to be dusted or today’s Daily Mail lying open on the table at the Coffee Break page. My house represents everything I am. But she’s living in it.

This gradual transformation is driving me mad. Not a day passes without active consideration of cosmetic surgery, analysis, medication. I want to stop the process  before it goes any further. I don’t want to end up like she did, bitter, lonely, petty and pitied by everyone who came into contact with her. She’s probably reading this and gloating. She’s finally been proved right. I am her daughter, no doubt about that.

Do you like your mother? Do you feel warmth towards her? These are quite alien concepts to me. For a long while I refused to believe that this woman who lived in our house was any blood relative of mine. I couldn’t see any physical resemblance for a start. Of course, that’s all changing now I’m in my fifties, but back when I was a gawky school girl, she didn’t look like me at all.

But where does my story start? We have to go back to her childhood, her family, her roots and her aspirations. And as she died without bothering to share them with me, it has been like a detective story, but about my own flesh and blood. I can’t tell you why she decided to conceive me or, two years later, my sister, when she clearly found her children a thorough inconvenience.

So Baggage is the story of my mother, and through the telling of it I have come to understand a lot more about the woman I had such an uneasy relationship with until  the day she died. If only we had been able to talk to each other, things might have been very different. But just as I was moulded by my parents, my own mother took a long and difficult journey from a small Welsh village to a house in suburbia. Now I can see why she was so jealous of all my opportunities. Friendship wasn’t ever going to be on the agenda.




Introduction

The Meeting


SHE WAS STRIKING, no doubt about that. The tallest girl at the tea dance at the Winter Gardens in Llandudno, slender, with shoulder-length, dark, wavy hair and a confident manner, a ready smile, chatting with a girlfriend on the edge of the dance floor. He’d been watching her for the last couple of weeks. Now was the time to act. He summoned up his confidence, walked over, and asked her to dance. She sized him up. He was exactly the same height as she was, just as tall and thin. He looked good in his uniform, more interesting than the local lads, that was for sure. Without much hesitation she stubbed out her cigarette, straightened her skirt, looked him up and down, and said, ‘All right then.’
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Over the next few waltzes she found out that he was called Stan, was in the Royal Signals Corps and had been stationed at nearby Prestatyn and then Rhos on Sea, on the outskirts of Llandudno. They were almost the same age: twenty-four - what a coincidence. She revealed her name was Cherrie, she was a civil servant, working here in Llandudno for the Board of Trade. Yes, it was a good job, and she was enjoying it because it meant she could visit her relatives living nearby in Llanfairfechan, a small village along the coast, near Bangor. Cherrie was Welsh, even though she had been born in Birkenhead, just outside Liverpool. Her family had all grown up in Llanfairfechan and Welsh was the first language she had spoken. Stan told her he had been born in Fulham in west London, and had been an electrician before war broke out; his father worked on the new Piccadilly Line and now his parents lived in Southgate in north London. At the end of the evening, Cherrie and Stan arranged to meet again. It was the summer of 1942.
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What neither bothered to tell the other was that they were already married, and both their spouses were not far away. Cherrie had only been married less than six months, and Stan a couple of years. But that dance in Llandudno marked the start of a tempestuous relationship in which what wasn’t said was more important than what was. When war had been declared on the 3rd of September 1939, the momentous news had thrown people together who feared that they might never see each other again. Men were called up to the armed services and moved around the country, on exercises, in training, in an increasing state of readiness. They could be sent to fight abroad without any warning. Promises were made, marriages took place, engagements announced, all with no real thought beyond the events of that week or month. You could be dead or in another  continent by Christmas. The war had brought nothing but good fortune for Cherrie - a better job, new friends, a wider social circle. She’d come a long way from the small stone cottage in Llanfairfechan and sharing a bed with two sisters. Now she wore smart suits, pearls and earrings, considered herself a catch, and had a string of boyfriends who bought her drinks, cigarettes and stockings.

What drove Cherrie Jones was the single idea of self-improvement. She would never forget the day when she was fourteen and her mother had told her she would have to leave school and go out to work. She had cried and cried. How unfair! By common consent she was one of the cleverest girls at the village school in Llanfairfechan. This collection of small stone cottages and Victorian villas faced the island of Anglesey and the Menai Straits to the north, and followed a stream up into the mountains of northern Snowdonia behind, with old farms and hamlets dotted over the surrounding hills. Dominating the skyline was the huge granite quarry, with steep scree slopes dropping to the rocky shoreline. It was a village that had seen ups and downs in its fortunes. In Victorian times rich businessmen had bought land and built grand houses and a  church for the English visitors. By the middle of the nineteenth century Llanfairfechan had been transformed from an insular farming community into a tourist resort, with a promenade, shops, guest houses and hotels, grand detached villas, a recreation ground on the seafront and, most important of all, a station on the main line to Holyhead. But gradually it all changed. The biggest house of all became a secure mental institution, the visitors gradually dwindled, and soon the only employment was the quarry or hill farming.
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At the start of the First World War, Cherrie’s parents, Thomas and Catherine Mary, had travelled to Manchester and Liverpool in search of work. Catherine was ‘in service’, working as a maid to a family in Bramhall, on the outskirts of Manchester, while Thomas, whose father had been a gamekeeper in Llangollen, was working at the Cammell Laird shipbuilding yard in Birkenhead, as part of the war effort. They married in Chester in June 1916, and Cherrie was born a year later.

Catherine’s family were descended from an amateur historian, Owen Hughes, known as ‘the antiquarian’, and she had grown up in a white stone cottage high on the hillside of Carreg Fawr, the mountain above Llanfairfechan. One of her brothers, Glyn, was a carpenter, and her other brother, Ifan, worked on the railway. Owen Hughes, who died in 1912, had been interviewed by historians and scholars about the history of their part of Snowdonia - although from humble stock, he had spent his life studying and recording local legends and myths, stories of ghosts, elves and magical spirits. It was even said that the original settlers were a race of fairies who had been driven out by the Welsh centuries ago. But by 1914, the family were broke and Catherine had been sent away to work in wealthy Manchester as a servant. Her husband Thomas was a striking man - tall, slim and serious. An identical twin, both he and his brother had exactly the same demeanour, prominent ears and premature baldness. It was impossible to tell them apart. Physically, they were slight, not particularly strong, and, like many twins, their personalities were intertwined. In an inward-looking, close-knit community, they had a special bond.
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At the end of the war, in 1918, Tom and Catherine moved back to Llanfairfechan with their new baby, settling into Hengai, a grey stone house above the village on the slopes of the mountain. Opposite them, a mile away, lay the quarry, where Tom got a job as a set maker, spending long shifts in all weathers cutting granite blocks. Catherine had more children: a girl, Nancy, then another, Poprin, and two boys, Alan and Eric. In 1923, Cherrie received her first Bible, with a gold clasp and a little envelope with a lock of her baby hair in it. The family would spend every Sunday in the chapel, wearing their best clothes, their hair washed and neatly combed, singing hymns in Welsh before slowly walking the hundred steps up the hill back home.

A series of misfortunes dogged the Jones family. One of the boys, Alan, had always been sickly, with a limp and curvature of the spine. He died aged five, of diphtheria, in  an epidemic in which twenty-six other children at the village school also lost their lives. Eric, the other boy, suffered from convulsions, and also died before he went to school. Then another tragedy: the wife of Tom’s twin brother Harry died, and their four-year-old daughter Phyllis came to stay with Catherine and Tom so that Harry could work without the worry of raising his child. So Catherine really had her hands full, and Tom’s health started to fail. She had four girls at school when he suffered a series of strokes and complained he could hardly breathe. There were days when he got up and begged her not to make him walk all the way down to the river and then up the mountain opposite to work his shift in the quarry. ‘Tom, you’ve got to do it, otherwise we will not eat’ was always her reply, and he would slowly drag himself out of bed, wheezing and coughing, and make his way down the lane, summoning up all his strength to do so. Catherine was far, far more robust than he was, cooking, cleaning, balancing the meagre finances and sewing every night by candlelight to make sure everyone looked neat and tidy in chapel. She embroidered pillowcases, tablecloths and blouses. She crocheted blankets and jackets from scraps of  wool, and spent hours in the backyard doing the washing with the tub heated by a fire under it, pushing the damp clothes through a mangle, turning a heavy iron handle.

When she was forty-two, Catherine discovered she was pregnant again. By now, Tom was extremely sick. Cherrie had been doing well at school, excelling in the long jump and at running - not surprising as she was the tallest girl at Llanfairfechan National Mixed School. She was quick-witted and intelligent and had won a book by Sir Walter Scott as a prize for her essay on the League of Nations. Everyone had high expectations of her. Now she would have to abandon her education and aspirations and leave school at fourteen and do exactly as Catherine herself had done, travelling to a wealthy suburb of Manchester to work for a middle-class English family. In 1932, Hale, twelve miles from the centre of the city, was being developed as a suburb for the upper middle classes. Professional people and local industrialists were building detached houses with large gardens, on the edge of farmland, where their children would be able to ride and enjoy the clean air, and attend one of the private schools in the immediate vicinity. The first house in Carlton Road in Hale was built in 1929, and all those that followed  it over the next decade were the same - spacious, detached and solid, with at least four bedrooms, and rooms for servants. This kind of area was known as a ‘cotton band’ where mill owners built homes that were in keeping with their wealth and desire for respectability.

Cherrie found a job at number 30 Carlton Road, working as a nanny for a doctor and his family, looking after their little boy, David. Although she missed her mother and sisters, soon Poprin came to join her, getting a job in the very same road working for the Cussins soap family. After Catherine gave birth to Violet, the girls all sent money home, but when Violet was just three years old Tom succumbed to another stroke and died. Now Catherine was desperate. She had been working as a cleaner in some of the grander houses in Llanfairfechan since the baby was big enough to sit in a chair and watch while she mopped and scrubbed. In 1935 she decided to take the plunge and return to work in Manchester full time. By now her other daughter, Nancy, was also working in Hale, and so it meant that at least they all could see each other. Catherine got a job at Bramhall, in Atholl Road, about six miles from Hale, working for a Mr and Mrs  Elliot, and Violet was enrolled at the local school. The Jones family was in exile in the suburbs of Manchester.

Cherrie and her two sisters were enjoying themselves, cycling to local beauty spots and going skating in Manchester. She had grown from a shy teenager, accustomed to insular village life surrounded by relatives and clannish neighbours, into an attractive young woman of eighteen, blossoming in middle-class surroundings, in a pleasant part of the countryside with plenty of amenities, from tennis courts to river walks. Cherrie read a lot and was very conscious of her lack of formal education. In the back cover of one of her old school books, the Walter Scott novel she’d won as a prize, she carefully copied out a romantic poem by Robert Louis Stevenson, entitled ‘To Minnie’, and dated it, 1st July 1936:
The Red Room with the giant bed 
Where none but elders lay their head 
The little room where you and I 
Did for a while together lie 
And, simple suitor, I your hand 
In decent marriage did demand.





Clearly, Cherrie wanted a better life than her parents had had, and one of the best ways to improve her lot would be to marry well. Daydreaming of meeting Mr Right while looking after her young charges, this poem must have struck a chord. Stuck in a poky little servant’s room in Hale with little or no privacy, she yearned for a decent job, with more money to buy nice clothes and makeup. She wanted the glamorous kind of life she’d seen at the cinema and read about in romantic novels. She wanted passion, sex. Cherrie was a real livewire, who loved to dance and have fun whenever she got a night off. With her striking looks, she wasn’t short of admirers and on one of her local outings either to the cinema or skating a couple of years later she met George Ardern, whose father was a butcher in Marple Bridge, just outside Stockport about ten miles away. George was two years younger than Cherrie, and a joiner, but what particularly impressed her was that he had his own sports car, an MG, and could whisk her back to Llanfairfechan to show off to the relatives.

With the outbreak of war in 1939, George joined the army and, on the spur of the moment, in 1941, they  decided to get married. The ceremony took place in November 1941 and Cherrie gave her address as 30 Carlton Road, Hale. It was an awkward arrangement because the only time the newlyweds could ever spend together was when George got forty-eight hours’ leave and they would go back to Wales, where her mother was now working for a family in a grand house on the sea front. Catherine had been forced to take this job because it included accommodation for her and Violet, and they were homeless because another relative was living in their house higher up in the village. Cherrie obviously married George Ardern so that they could consummate their relationship - but where? Perhaps in boarding houses and at relatives’ cottages in Wales, at best a snatched night on one of their days off. Perhaps at his brother’s farm outside Chester, where Violet spent some weeks on holiday. For the whole of their married life they never lived together, and soon meeting was even more difficult as George was being sent around the country by the army.

 As the war intensified Cherrie decided to leave the Manchester area and her job in Hale and return to Llanfairfechan before she was called up. She tried working in an ammunition factory in Colwyn Bay, but hated wearing her hair in a headscarf. She thought the work boring and demeaning and decided the time had come to move on. Boldly she applied to join the Civil Service, lying about her qualifications, and claiming she had gone on to grammar school and completed her matriculation, but the papers had been lost. She sat the entrance examination, and passed. She was sent to work in Llandudno, with a job at the Board of Trade, which had commandeered all the hotels along the seafront for the war effort. Soon Cherrie had made a new friend, a vivacious brunette called Eileen Thornes, from Bournemouth. Before long they were inseparable.
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Eileen was a couple of years older than Cherrie, had gone to private school and was extremely musical and well read. She loved the opera and the ballet and, like Cherrie, liked to dance and drink. Pretty soon the two girls were regulars at tea dances and concerts.

In spite of his self-assured manner, on that afternoon when Stan met Cherrie at the tea dance in Llandudno, he was a lowly corporal in the Royal Signals Regiment. He clearly thought he’d done well when Cherrie agreed to meet him again. Over the next few months they went out in Llandudno on several occasions when he got a pass out  of army camp. Cherrie was excellent company, sharp and funny, but Stan may not have realised that he was just one of many admirers she had on the back burner, including a Dutch sailor stationed on the Orme. Cherrie would take her six-year-old sister Violet along as a sort of chaperone on these wartime dates, and seemed to like to maintain an air of mystery about her exact status. On the day she met Stan, she didn’t bother to tell him about her other men friends or the fact she was already married, although, like many marriages of the time, the two people involved may have had very different motives. Apart from both wanting to enjoy sex without disapproval, Cherrie wanted to escape from Hale, and perhaps George thought that this attractive woman would make a fine wife and eventually a mother. But Cherrie, under Eileen’s tuition, was already changing into a very different girl from the sweet young nanny who had captured the eye of George Ardern. She clearly enjoyed the money and freedom that her new job brought her, and through Eileen she was making new friends, going to concerts and widening her horizons.

When Cherrie and Eileen were transferred to work in Manchester, at the Board of Trade offices in Deansgate,  Cherrie cut her ties with Llanfairfechan and the Welsh relatives and the two girls shared a flat together in Moss Side. Cherrie certainly didn’t bother to tell George, or his parents, who were only ten miles away, that she was dating other men and being unfaithful to her husband. But Stan, too, had omitted to tell Cherrie everything about himself that day they first met dancing in Llandudno. Who knows why, perhaps he found her so attractive he may have worried he might lose her. Stan had a wife in Liverpool. A couple of months after war had been declared, on the 4th of November 1939, he had married Nancy Siddall, an aircraft inspector, in Gloucester, where he was working as an electrician. Nancy was twenty-three, two years older than he was, and they had just set up home together when he was called up in March 1940. After he joined the Royal Signals Corps they must have spent very little time together. Stan moved from Prestatyn to Chester to Llandudno, spending some time in Penrith in Cumbria. He does not seem to have ever returned to see his wife, spending most of his leave with Cherrie in North Wales or Manchester.

In 1944 Cherrie’s mother Catherine eventually got the family cottage in Llanfairfechan back and took a job in St Winifred’s School in the village as a cook and cleaner because it gave her free food and the meagre wages supplemented her widow’s pension of ten shillings a week. The rent for the cottage took six shillings and so every little helped. Cherrie sent her money whenever she could, as the family had no breadwinner. By now Stan had been sent abroad, sailing to India and then on to Burma. Cherrie took Violet to Eileen’s relatives in Bournemouth on holiday. Meanwhile, she carried on going for a drink with anyone who took her fancy. Secretly, though, she was besotted by Stan, who was writing to her from the Far East.

Stan was always to be an enigma to Cherrie, who had grown up in a very small cottage crammed with children, in poverty. He was an only child, born directly after the First World War, to two people, Clara and William, who seemed to have very little in common. Clara was stiff, formal, quiet and deeply suspicious of anyone she didn’t know. She seemed cold and was not tactile in the slightest, never showing any sign of physical affection for either  her husband or her son in public. She doted on her son, however, and utterly spoilt him. Stan inherited her lack of physicality, her sense of order, her bossiness. William Bull was an ebullient easy-going character, who took a job as a train driver and was a popular man at work and in his street. Deprived of a decent education, he built a small laboratory at home and spent hours building gadgets and conducting experiments. Stan spent his first years in his grandparents’ house in Rectory Road in Fulham, but before he started at Holman Hunt Primary School in the New King’s Road, the family moved into their own terraced house in nearby Foskett Road. There were plenty of Bull family members who lived in Fulham, and one of Stan’s distant relatives, Harry, had captained a West London Schoolboys team in 1910 - the highlight of his sporting career was playing for the England Schoolboys team against Scotland in 1911. Like his famous relative, Stan loved sport, particularly speedway racing and football. He took up cycling and joined a club, spending weekends cycling to Brighton and back in a day. When he left school he started work as an electrician’s mate, soon learning his craft. He got a job with  a firm of contractors which took him travelling all over the country, and was working on a job in Gloucester when he met Nancy. Meanwhile, his parents had left Fulham and bought a brand-new house which they named ‘Electra’ in Southgate near the end of the Piccadilly Line. It had a long garden which William soon turned into a series of vegetable plots, planting fruit trees and making a pond on which he kept ducks. There was a chicken coop and a greenhouse for tomatoes and marrows. The Bulls were to be more or less completely self-sufficient throughout the Second World War.

At the end of 1945, Stan returned to England from Burma and was eventually discharged from the army in March 1946. He had achieved the rank of sergeant and received a glowing commendation from his lieutenant colonel: ‘An electrician in Civil Life who has adapted himself to Line Communication equipment and reached a particularly high standard in both exchange installation and underground cable construction . . . has excellent organising ability and a clear mind for planning.’ Plan number one was most definitely not to return home to Electra and the watchful eye of his suffocating mother in  Southgate, or to his wife Nancy for that matter.

Cherrie and Eileen were now working for the Civil Service in London and had rented a flat together above a parade of shops near Hanger Lane tube station in Ealing, west London. Stan turned up, and moved in with them. Within a month Cherrie was pregnant. Stan’s mother would have been appalled, and he immediately went up to Liverpool and persuaded Nancy to give him a divorce, which was granted in November, a month before I was born at Chiswick Maternity Hospital on 27 December at 12.30 a.m. Our first outing after I was brought home was to Nana Bull’s in Southgate for tea one Sunday, where I was much admired.
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Whether Cherrie had told Stan about her husband George by then, no one knows. Certainly George didn’t know about the new baby, and Cherrie didn’t go and see him or his parents while she was pregnant. It would have been easy to find them, but for some reason (possibly fear that she would not get the divorce she wanted) she did not go. And so I was born with my mother already in Nana Bull’s bad books, as her beloved Stan was living in sin with a married woman, a situation which was to get worse over the next six years. Nana, unhappy about Stan’s divorce, seemed to blame Cherrie, whereas it was Stan who had got her pregnant. Cherrie, with a tiny baby, discovered that my father, always very organised and slightly bossy, had to be the centre of attention - that was how he’d grown up. Everything around him had to be just perfect for him. Cherrie’s troubles were just beginning.
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“Oh she is maddening!
But maddeningly
compulsive too’
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