



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2024 by Lesley-Ann Jones


Cover design by Jen Richards


Cover photographs © Getty Images


Author photograph © Daily Express


Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact Permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Hachette Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


Twitter.com/HachetteBooks


Instagram.com/HachetteBooks


First published in the UK by John Blake Publishing, an imprint of The Zaffre Publishing Group, a Bonnier Books UK company


First U.S. Edition: November 2024


Published by Hachette Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Hachette Books name and logo are trademarks of the Hachette Book Group.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, visit hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Books by Hachette Books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or email the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at Special.Markets@hbgusa.com.


Print book interior design by Envy Design Ltd.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Name: Jones, Lesley-Ann, author.


Title: Songbird: an intimate biography of Christine McVie / Lesley-Ann Jones.


Description: First US Edition. | New York: Hachette Books, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2024040133 | ISBN 9780306836916 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780306836923 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780306836930 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: McVie, Christine. | Singers—England—Biography. | Rock musicians—England—Biography. | Fleetwood Mac (Musical group) | LCGFT: Biographies.


Classification: LCC ML420.M34186 J66 2024 | DDC 782.42166092 [B]—dc23/eng/20240828


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024040133


ISBNs: 9780306836916 (hardcover); 9780306836930 (eBook)


E3-20240926-JV-NF-ORI














For Richard Hughes
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Hachette Books logo]















IN MEMORIAM




Anne Christine Perfect, known as Christine McVie, 1943–2022






Anne Avril “Annie” Nightingale CBE, 1940–2024


Robert “Bob” Brunning, 1943–2011


Dennis Carl Wilson, 1944–1983


Michael Ralph “Mo” Foster, 1944–2023


Eduardo Quintela de Mendonça/Eddy Quintela, 1944–2020


Robert Lawrence Welch Jr./“Bob” Welch, 1945–2012


Peter Allen Greenbaum/Peter Green, 1946–2020


Melanie Anne “Melanie” Safka Schekeryk, 1947–2024


Robert Joseph “Bob” Weston, 1947–2012


Daniel David “Danny” Kirwan, né Langran, 1950–2018


Stephen Malcolm Ronald Nice/Steve Harley, 1951–2024


Steven Richard “Steve” Wright MBE, 1954–2024


















The greater the success, the more money, the more opportunities, the bigger our world became, the more I found myself shrinking inside. Reducing. Becoming… less. Less confident. I needed—I thought I needed—a man to validate me. I needed coke and booze to fortify me to go on. It was easier somehow to live in that permanent haze than face reality. Those things made me who I was. Until they made me who I wasn’t.


~


You can only mend the vase so many times


before you have to chuck it away.


~


Christine McVie



















Such wooing as the ear receives


From zephyr caught in choric leaves


Of aspens when their chattering net


Is flush’d to white with shivers wet;


And such the water-spirit’s chime


On mountain heights in morning’s prime,


Too freshly sweet to seem excess,


Too animate to need a stress;


But wider over many heads


The starry voice ascending spreads,


Awakening, as it waxes thin,


The best in us to him akin;


And every face to watch him rais’d,


Puts on the light of children prais’d,


So rich our human pleasure ripes


When sweetness on sincereness pipes,


Though nought be promis’d from the seas,


But only a soft-ruffling breeze


Sweep glittering on a still content,


Serenity in ravishment.


From “The Lark Ascending,” George Meredith’s 1881 poem that inspired


Ralph Vaughan Williams’s 1921 masterpiece for solo violin.


It was Christine’s favorite piece of music.


















CHAPTER 1



PRELUDE


A white weatherboard mill house leans beside the Little Stour river, keeping watch over the village of Wickhambreaux. Across a picturesque green with its thirteenth-century flint-built church of St. Andrew, green-shuttered manor house and grand Queen Anne rectory lurks an ancient timber-framed ale house known as the Rose. The homely inn, like the medieval Kentish village itself, is a quaintly photogenic refuge. Locals, walkers and occasional sightseers head here to sup and dine. To toast birthdays, weddings and funerals, to rejoice and to mourn, to ponder time both spent and yet to come. Creaking beams, wood floors and spitting log fires heave with fragments of the bygone and the blown. The prevailing mood is cozy, if a little restless. Non-villagers here are en route to somewhere else. Not all of them could tell you where they are heading.


At a time in her life when she had burned bridges and turned her back on her bandmates to make a new home in this tucked-away place, Christine was a frequent visitor to the Rose. She dropped in every day, give or take, at one point, around lunchtime or during the early evening, in need of human contact as well as sustenance, and for want of anything better to do.


I pull up a chair where she used to sit, recalling her silhouette cast by a lamp on the wall beside a corner table. I imagine her there, resting forward on one elbow, bare skin on wood. The thumb of her right hand pressed into her cheekbone. Her palm flattened against her lips, obscuring her mouth. There are pretty, dozing dogs at her feet. She stares, not at you but into the middle distance, through a wax-dripped bottle plugged with a melted stub. Which seems metaphorical. Her life, like the candle in the flask where she once lingered, flared as brilliantly as any in its day but was snuffed out ahead of its time. My late friend the celebrated bassist Mo Foster used to say that when a person dies, it’s like a library burning down. So much talent, knowledge, insight and experience, reduced in a flash to ash.1


She purchased her property here, The Quaives2—a large Tudor house and estate with paddocks, gardens, cottages and barns—in 1990. Several years of renovations ensued, which turned out to be more extensive and expensive than she had anticipated. Had she realized, she said, she probably wouldn’t have bought the place. She took up residence in 1998. She had quit Fleetwood Mac, the band that had made her rich and globally famous. At fifty-five her life, to the outsider an endless jet-set whirl of luxury and privilege, was in reality a litany of loss. Of her mother Beatrice when Chris was only twenty-five. Of two husbands, Mac bassist John McVie, whom she married the year her mother died, and Portuguese keyboardist Eddy Quintela, whom she wed when she was forty-three. Both marriages ended in divorce. Of the love of her life, wayward Beach Boy Dennis Wilson, who was her dangerously handsome obsession; who could not help but betray her with her acknowledged best friend, because it was the kind of thing that Dennis did. Of the children she would have adored but never got round to having, mourning motherhood only after her fertility had expired. Of the solo career in which she dabbled, was enriched by and that earned her great acclaim, but to which she could never quite rise to give her all.


There was something of Miss Havisham3 about Christine, alone in her huge red-brick house on its sprawling nineteen acres, where she planted many trees in memory of lost loved ones so that she could keep them all close by. Her estate was bigger than the whole village, she would joke. She wasn’t far wrong. But she was a tragic Dickensian character only in passing. There was no moping about in a rotting wedding gown, no sconces laced with tangling cobwebs, no rat-infested wedding cake and banquet, no clocks stopped at twenty minutes to nine. Having survived catastrophe, although she resisted loneliness she was alone again. Naturally. She would have given anything not to be. She had been “unlucky in love,” she admitted sadly. She confessed to having found that a real drag.


Despite which, the romantic in her refused to yield its phantom. Virtually every song she wrote explored, celebrated or mourned passionate love. “I’m good at pathos,” she said. “I write about romantic despair a lot. That’s my thing, but with a positive spin.” The life she built by accident was one of huge creative achievement, but also of deep personal loss. Which was an irony, given that she knew love precisely for all that it wasn’t and was: a need, a greed, a paradigm. An excuse, a reason, an illusion. A blessed relief, an apology, a wonder and, ultimately, a curse. She knew love better than anyone, better than love could know her. She had convinced herself that she was better off without it, yet that never stopped her craving it. Like a crushed child suddenly wise to the lie of Father Christmas, yet as determined as ever to await the nocturnal call, she hoped against hope for her One True Love to claim her. Part of her sensed him around every corner. Be careful what you wish for. Truth was, she had already found him. She had blithely worn his ring while he gnawed out her heart.


The next best thing to being loved is being wanted. She tried hard to convince herself. Her needs were met, she agreed, by giving—without ever having to stop to count the cost. With quiet generosity she diminished the hold that money might have had over her, the way it has dominated and destroyed so many of her kind. She could spend without limit, go wherever in the world she chose. Instead, she purchased confinement at a distance from her roots. She immured herself within a chocolate-box backwater, growing lonelier.
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A life becomes a story only in hindsight. A star becomes a legend only in death. If a legend is someone who makes an unforgettable impression, affecting the lives of millions, and is remembered long after their demise by way of an indelible legacy, Christine McVie was one. Yet her significance was largely unappreciated during her lifetime. When her passing was announced in November 2022, the shock and disbelief that vibrated from continent to continent related less to the tragic end of a remarkable musician who had contributed so much to music, and more to the fact that many who are not of her generation could not be sure exactly which of the women in Fleetwood Mac she was. “I adored her song ‘Dreams,’” remarked a household-name musician to me during a phone call after learning that Christine had died. “Her voice on that haunts me, it’s sublime.” But it was bandmate Stevie Nicks who wrote and who continues to sing the exquisite song that remains one of her signatures, the one that opens with, “Now here you go again, you say you want your freedom.” It is of course a track on the band’s 1977 twelfth album, the career- and era-defining Rumours. Released as a single in May that year, “Dreams” went all the way. Although Chris created many of the Mac’s most recognizable and best-loved hits, “Dreams” was not one of them. Nor did Christine care for it the first time she heard it. “When Stevie first played it for me on the piano, it was just three chords and one note in the left hand,” she remembered twenty-nine years later in 2005. “I thought, ‘This is really boring,’ but the Lindsey genius came into play and he fashioned three sections out of identical chords, making each section sound completely different. He created the impression that there’s a thread running through the whole thing.”4 By the time the “Dreams” single was released, Rumours was already a massive album. The five members of Fleetwood Mac stepped onto the lake.


For days and nights after the sad news came, it was back-to-back Mac all over the airwaves. Most of the national and local radio stations who invited me on to pay tribute to Christine introduced my interview with a Fleetwood Mac hit that was not one of hers. Irritating and lazy, it was to some extent excusable. The mid-seventies, the band’s heyday, was after all half a century ago. Few of those researchers and presenters had yet been born. On the other hand, you’d think they would take the time and trouble to check. Credits are nowadays never much effort to research. Music of every genre from every era since the earliest days of recorded sound is freely available at the click of a key. It only takes a minute, girl.
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Rumours was one of the albums we carried to house parties in supermarket shopping bags. It chafed against our local hero David Bowie’s Low, Billy Joel’s The Stranger, Queen’s News of the World (the one with “We Are the Champions”) and Rod Stewart’s Foot Loose & Fancy Free. Neither old enough nor sophisticated enough for prog presidents Genesis, Yes or Emerson, Lake & Palmer, we hid behind Cat Stevens and Elton John. Carole King’s 1971 classic Tapestry was over before we hitched a ride on the magic carpet. We got back to it. More or less all the music young teenagers listened to in those days had been recorded by men. Rock, in 1977, was holding its own against the burgeoning swell of disco. Punk was baring its fangs to greet the dawn.


Then Rumours, with revelations to make you weep. Not only because the band were an Anglo-American explosion of melody, harmony and in-your-face glamour, with five equally flamboyant stars and an orgy of woo me, screw me, break-me-in-half-and-rip-my-head-off songs. Not only for corduroy-cool Christine’s rich, polished contralto or for Stevie’s gossamer witchiness and Orson-Wells-on-helium warble; for Fleetwood’s crazed drumming, Lindsey Buckingham’s deranged shape-throwing and guitar picking and twanging, or for John McVie’s insistent bluesy bass. But also because this tantalizing offering with its dainty fairy (Nicks) meets sex-starved, timber-bollocked laird (Fleetwood) in the iconic cover image shot by Herbert Worthington was as thrillingly vicarious as thrills get.5


We could not have known, the first few times we heard it, that this addictive collection of hymns to romantic disintegration and disillusion was so personal to its personnel. Interest in intimate ins and outs came later. For now, we were content with virginal voyeurism. We had to be. We had not the foggiest about the real-life boy-girl ducking and diving thing.


I’d been in and out of one or two of those by the time Christine and I began to cross paths. I had relocated to Los Angeles during the mid-1980s, on the payroll of a British newspaper. Her celebrity was low-level. She was a fixture on the West Coast music scene, but was never the kind to draw attention to herself. She tended to avoid celebrity hang-outs and had only a handful of famous friends. A fantastic cook, she’d rather make dinner for folk at home than go out to meet and eat in a restaurant. She couldn’t stand the thought of other diners watching her every move and munch. Not that they did. She didn’t attract that kind of attention. She had given comparatively few interviews throughout her performing and recording career. Despite her exalted unofficial status as “mother of the band,” she had never been Fleetwood Mac’s focal point. Stevie Nicks was the undisputed frontwoman, the star, the bobby-dazzler, the golden sex object, slathered over by men and women alike. She and Fleetwood shouldered most of the band’s publicity commitments. The majority of journalists were interested only in them. This irritated the life out of guitarist Lindsey Buckingham, who felt deserving of greater fawning and recognition. It suited both Chris and her now ex-husband, John McVie. Neither had ever gone looking for limelight, submitting to press interrogation only when absolutely necessary. In those gentler, pre-personal publicist, pre-full-on-management, pre-saber-toothed-agent times that seem so unlikely today, hacks and turns mingled happily. Interviews were usually what the Americans termed “one-on-one.” It would be, “Come up to the house for a swim and some supper.” Perhaps the press junket had not yet been invented. If it had, I was NFI.


By then in her forties, Christine was an object of curiosity. She cut a mildly fierce figure in her predominantly masculine attire. She put me in mind of the Celtic queen Boudica. She had legs, as my grandmother used to say, right up to her bum. Endless jeans. Hip-length jackets. A slightly misshapen face and a putty-like complexion framed by cut-and-go hair, with a prominent nose and almond-shaped eyes. She had wonky teeth, which she would one day have straightened. Her smile in later photographs is whiter and better aligned.


Fleetwood Mac’s Tusk, Mirage and Tango in the Night albums, the latter their biggest success since Rumours a decade earlier, had been and gone. Chris had survived, just, her tempestuous relationship with the Beach Boy, who died three days after Christmas in December 1983, two years after they separated. Out of his skull on drink and drugs, Dennis dropped off a yacht into the cold, cold briny and never came up for air.


She married her second husband, Portuguese singer-songwriter Eddy Quintela, in 1986, and co-wrote with him the song “Little Lies,” a hit from the band’s fourteenth album, Tango in the Night. She later suggested that his co-write credit had been “generous” of her. They are assumed to have divorced in 2003, but the split happened much earlier. He died in 2020. She was “done with men,” she insisted, after him. When a woman says this, it’s usually reach for the sodium chloride time. I had a hunch that Christine meant it. We do at the time.


We bonded—as far as a humble scribe can bond with a filthy rich international rock superstar—over my single, disturbing encounter with Dennis. During the dinner that British DJ Roger Scott and I had with him in LA, Dennis wept throughout for “his Chrissie.” But she made it clear that the love of one’s life wields no automatic right to remain welded. Beyond sick of his outrageous behavior, of his lying, cheating, profligate ways, she dumped him and never went back. He went off what was left of the rails, replacing her the year he died with a fourth, or was it fifth, wife Shawn Marie Harris Love (he had married third spouse Karen Lamm twice), who was twenty years his junior.


“Half of him was like a little boy, and the other half was insane,” observed Mick Fleetwood, the Mac’s leader and drummer, who had introduced Wilson to Christine and never stopped regretting it. “Chris almost went mad trying to keep up with [him],” Mick added. “[He] was already like a man with twenty thyroid glands, not counting the gargantuan amounts of coke and booze he was shoving into himself.”


I admired Chris for maintaining her Englishness at a time when it was de rigueur to look and sound American. “What else would I be?” she said. “When you were born in the Lake District, you never quite eradicate the granite. The Midlands [where she grew up], that was never really me. I felt the lure of London early on.”


Through her bandmates in blues line-up Chicken Shack, she met and hung with members of Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac. It was Green for whom she initially had the hots. Bassist McVie was casually engaged to someone else at the time. He broke that off to propose to Chris. She loved him, she said. She also longed to divest herself of her maiden name, Perfect, which had been a millstone around her neck since her first day at school. “Christine Anne Perfect” had been scoffed back at her by the odd spiteful teacher as “Pristine and Perfect.” They hoped, those tutors sneered, that she had what it took to live up to her name. She divorced McVie, who had relieved her of the millstone. She never reverted, retaining his name even after her second marriage, and thereafter all the way to the grave.


The evolution of Fleetwood Mac features so many twists, turns and convolutions that it is worth pausing to reflect on it here, in order to establish Christine’s precise position in the band’s history. The line-up made famous by Peter Green but from which he then withdrew consisted of drummer Mick Fleetwood, bassist John McVie, and guitarists Jeremy Spencer and Danny Kirwan: the latter only eighteen years old when he joined in 1968, but already a deft guitarist and gifted songwriter. Christine signed up officially in August 1970. During the band’s U.S. tour the following February, Spencer disappeared, and was later found to have been taken in by religious cult the Children of God.6 Peter Green rejoined the band temporarily, just to help them out of a tight spot and complete the tour. He was replaced by Californian guitarist Bob Welch at its conclusion. In August 1972, Mick sacked Danny Kirwan, ironically for drunken, disorderly behavior. Danny’s replacement a month later was Brit Bob Weston. English singer and frontman Dave Walker also came on board. He lasted only around six months. Weston was dumped in October 1973, for his shoot-yourself-in-the-foot affair with Mick’s wife Jenny, the younger sister of George Harrison’s and Eric Clapton’s muse Pattie Boyd. Management and legal issues occupied what was left of the band throughout 1974, following which they regrouped. But before they got to see the New Year in, Bob Welch had quit. Mick happened upon a potential replacement, American guitarist Lindsey Buckingham: a most angst-ridden, introspective and ego-driven man, who said he would consider joining only if his chiffon-draped, pixie-witchy squeeze Stevie Nicks could be in it too, because they recorded and performed as the duo Buckingham Nicks. They came as a package. Another girl in the line-up? Heaven forbid. This could only work if Christine was comfortable with it. A New Year’s dinner sealed the deal, and Lindsey and Stevie joined Mick and the McVies. This “classic” Mac line-up was set in stone for the next dozen years, until Lindsey headed for the hills in August 1987. His replacement was a pair of American guitarists, Rick Vito and Billy Burnette. Christine and Stevie both left the band’s latest touring incarnation in December 1990. Chris returned five years later to record with them. Rick Vito went his separate way in October 1991. The Rumours Five—Mick, the McVies, Stevie and Lindsey—reconvened for a one-off gig in January 1993 to mark Bill Clinton’s presidential inauguration. Stevie and Billy Burnette then stepped down from the band, and were replaced by Bekka Bramlett—daughter of American singing-songwriting duo Delaney & Bonnie—and ex-Traffic English guitarist and singer-songwriter Dave Mason. Burnette put in a brief reappearance for one album. In October 1995, the band called the caper a day.


But there was still something intoxicating left in the cauldron. Always something to draw them back and back. Together as Fleetwood Mac, the classic members had always been greater than the sum of their parts. The way they combined, enhanced and fired off each other was far more magical than anything the individuals could achieve by themselves. However hard they resisted, the lure proved too great. In 1996, Mick, John, Chris, Stevie and Lindsey convened yet again. The following year they were back on the road together, unbelievably, and released their acclaimed live album The Dance. After which, in 1998, Chris withdrew again—for absolute good, she said. She insisted that she had retired altogether from music, and that she now wanted to spend her time doing other things.


No spurious past-time could soothe Christine for long. She tip-toed back into solo recording. For sixteen years, she kept her word and avoided the Mac. But the longing was irresistible. Never going back again? In January 2014, she did. Four years later, following a fall-out, the band dumped Lindsey once and for all. Enter New Zealander Neil Finn, formerly of Split Enz and Crowded House, and American guitarist and singer Mike Campbell, once of Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers. The band hit the road again in 2018. They were received like gods, on what turned out to be Christine’s farewell tour. Not long after her unexpected death in November 2022, Stevie announced that the party was over.


“We had a really great time and it was a huge tour,” she said of that triumphant outing in an interview with New York magazine site Vulture. “That (continuing on as Fleetwood Mac) was there in the realm of possibility. But when Christine died, I felt like you can’t replace her. You just can’t. Without her, what is it? Who am I going to look over to on the right and have them not be there behind that Hammond organ? When she died, I figured we really can’t go any further with this. There’s no reason to.”


Fleetwood agreed. At least, he appeared to: “I truly think the line in the sand has been drawn with the loss of Chris. I’d say we’re done, but then we’ve all said that before…”
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“Being in the same band as your partner kills a relationship,” Christine once told me over a drink, as we sat swapping notes on marriage and men. “Being in a different band from your partner would kill it just as surely. Because the road takes you in different directions, and the temptations of the road are too great. Which is worse? I couldn’t say. All I know is that John and I were in each other’s faces twenty-four seven. In the end, you get to a point when you want to murder them, if they don’t try to kill you first.”


For a few years we crossed paths at this and that gathering. She was always warm and welcoming. Dismissive of gossip and rumor, her favorite subject was simply music and musicians. She would never discuss her own songs, neither works in progress nor recorded hits. Those were conversations she had with herself in her head, she said. Though never star-struck in her presence, which she would have loathed, it was the kind of thing that made her squirm, I was always impressed by her.


Shortly before she gave California the boot and moved lock and stock back to England, we met for dinner one night at The Ivy, a crammed, bohemian little place on North Robertson Boulevard. She was sick of the race, she said.


“Rock stars age in dog years in reverse,” she said, cryptically. “We are much older than our chronological ages. We are weary and worn. Our skin is thin. We have seen too much. Lived too much. Drugged and drunk too much. We have caused as much damage as we have survived. Looking back on all that, remembering all that, the mere thought of it never sat well with me. It made me loathe myself. I had never been very good at looking myself in the eye anyway.


“All that excess, all that having everything you could want, money no object: it drains you. It numbs you. It ceases to be exciting after a while. All you want is your mother’s kitchen with a scrubbed table, old-fashioned crockery and a stool to put your feet up on. Scratchy toilet paper, even. The road, my love, is never a luxury. It is a drudge.”


She developed a fear of flying, common among musical artists, many of whom come to dread tempting fate every time they board. David Bowie, Aretha Franklin and Johnny Cash were famously aviophobic. Thom Yorke of Radiohead and Cher shared their fear. Blink 182 drummer Travis Barker survived a real plane crash, so his reluctance was more than a phobia. Killers’ frontman Brandon Flowers would never fly on his birthday, while Tubular Bells creator Mike Oldfield trained as a pilot to overcome the fear. For Christine, it was the perfect excuse to step off the conveyor belt and settle. During the late 1990s, at her Grade II listed home with its sweeping paddocks, croquet lawn, lavender beds and rambling outhouses, one of which she converted into a low-level recording studio so that she could work with ease on her songs, we sat at either end of an eight-seater solid oak dining table and shared a pass-the-marmalade moment. I was there to discuss a book idea. She had shown initial interest, hence the invitation. But by the time I arrived, she had gone cold.


“Nothing to see here,” she said.


Really?


“You heard.”


I sensed that she couldn’t bear to retread it all. As for the nightmares, no to those. Never going back again. Nevertheless, during interviews she gave during what turned out to be the final months of her life, she started talking again about writing a memoir.


I had looked forward to seeing more of her in the Garden of England, where we both now lived. My house was only nine miles north of hers. But work necessitated a move back to London, where I was ragged with deadlines and kids. She was immersed in her dogs and her music. The years evaporated. We ran into each other after a lengthy gap, at an awards ceremony and lunch at the Savoy. Now peering into her seventies, Christine was still upright. She still towered. She remained proudly stylish and youthful, there was no little old lady in there. We chewed cud as I took a turn around the room with her. She stopped here and there, proffering her program for signature and posing for pictures. She was having the “best day,” she said. To me, she seemed detached. She later admitted that she was bored.


Living in the sticks?


“That.”


Although she refused everything but water that day she was, she confided, drinking heavily again. She was also swallowing codeine like Smarties, for back pain. She would eat lunch or early supper on her own in the Rose: “Talking to yourself over a plate of bangers and mash is not a good look.” Apart from her brother, who lived only half an hour away, she knew virtually no one locally. She would pause in the street, pass the time of day, admire the odd mutt and chit-chat with the neighbors, she said. But there was never more than that. She had not made any real friends. She had staff—assistants, cleaners, gardeners, a handyman—most of them hired word-of-mouth or through agencies, and drawn from nearby towns. It occurred to me how removed she must have felt in her ivory tower on the outskirts of that village, and how alienated from the locals—some of whom would have resented her, others who may have been fascinated by her but perhaps assumed that because of who she was, she would be unapproachable. You don’t just invite a rock superstar you don’t know personally into your kitchen for a bowl of soup; if only because it is humiliating to be turned down.


“There is always something interesting about a pop star living in a small community,” observes clinical psychotherapist Richard Hughes. “Everyone in the village wants a part of them. They are constantly having to let people down. There’s always a neighbor who plays the guitar who wants them to listen to their latest song. It gets complicated. The superstar hides. They have no choice.”


Chris had little in common with most of the residents of Wickhambreaux. Her own tribe were often inaccessible. Friends would promise to come down but got round to it only rarely, because “things” always happen last-minute. More often than not, her musician pals would be on the road. She needed to be among her people. By which, she meant the freaks, the dreamers and the misfits. The conjurors of magic. The likeminded folk who felt, as she did, the tickle of lyrics at the back of her throat, the prickle under the skin on her arms when she found the right notes to accompany them.


“You talk about this stuff with non-musicians and there’s always a sense that they think you’re slightly bonkers,” she said. “There’s a language that musicians speak. Across the genres, I mean. We get it. Our job is to deliver our musical take on life to the fans who absorb and, in many cases, live their lives by it. So we have to try to understand them. We have to dissect emotions, strip them down, make them digestible. This is hard. Emotions are hard. They are no easier for the likes of us because we can write about them. If anything, they are even more difficult. Write a song like ‘Songbird’ and people assume you have all the answers. If only they knew. They probably do. They don’t want to.”


Where do the songs, the magic, come from?


“You’re asking the wrong person. But if you ever come across someone who can explain it to you in a way that makes sense, give me a call.”


With that she was away. Me too. I had an O’Hare-bound flight out of Heathrow to catch. We cheeked goodbye as I legged it for a cab. It was the last time I ever saw her.


6















CHAPTER 2




THE SHEEP BOY WHISTLED LOUDi



That the unborn child is capable of absorbing external influences, experiencing a broad sweep of emotions and even storing information for later, is widely accepted today. The very suggestion would have been scoffed at during the 1940s. There was a war on. Most people were preoccupied with death, not birth. With the real threat of Nazi invasion. With the terrifying possibility hanging over their heads that Britain could fall at any moment to German rule. Bringing babies into that disrupted, dangerous, all but doomed world must have caused their mothers great anguish. Even if their children were born alive, there was every chance that they would not survive. What hope?


Yet babies will come. Christine’s mother Beatrice was delivered of her second-born on Monday, 12 July 1943. Terrible things were going on in the world that day. Two thousand miles east near the Soviet city of Kursk, one of the largest tank battles in history commenced. Its long-disputed losses are now reckoned to have been as many as 800,000 Soviets and 200,000 Germans. The Battle of Prokhorovka involved 6,000 tanks, 2 million troops and 4,000 aircraft. It marked the end of the German offensive on the Eastern Front, the main front of the war, and of course dominated British newspapers that week; as did the Allies’ hold on a hundred miles of coastline when 2,000 allied vessels poured men into Sicily. Researching news pages from the period is fascinating. Daily battle updates were interspersed with quaint ads for such must-haves as Monk & Glass custard—“It isn’t plentiful but it is good”—Bournville Cocoa, Milk of Magnesia and Phosferine tablets, the latter a tonic to perk up the run down and for everything from “maternity weakness” to “decay” and “nervous debility.”1


Christine almost got to share a birthday with her elder brother, John, born on 13 July a few years earlier. Those inclined to connect invisible dots, to enthuse over the “coincidence” of siblings sharing a star sign (Cancer), might conclude that this explained why they were always so close. The qualities they had in common, insist those of a mind to, were “written in the stars.” Both intelligent, highly creative, precise payers of attention to detail. Both calm, careful, modest and unexcitable types, unfazed by dilemma or obstacle. Apparently. I have never met her brother, so I cannot vouch for him. Christine, however, was all of those things. She was also unmoved by astrology. “Reading horoscopes is a bit pointless,” she said. “I’d rather go for a walk.” It is notable that in this regard, she and bandmate Stevie Nicks would fail to align. Stevie, a “triple Gemini,” lived by the Tarot (there are whole decks inspired by her), her copious crystals, lucky necklaces and other talismans, her superstitions, her angels, her fanciful poems and prayers, and by whatever was or wasn’t “in the stars” that day. “Pluto had just crossed into her house of love and Saturn was on her Neptune, squaring her Capricorn Moon and Midheaven and Cancerian Venus” being a typical observation of her. Verily. The kind of thing at which, despite her love and respect for Stevie, her talent and her friendship—to a point—Christine would almost imperceptibly roll her eyes, as if to say, “Bollocks.” She was, however, inclined to mention here and there that she was “a Cancer.” As if that explained anything.


Fetal medicine did not exist until the late 1940s. It would not be established until after the war, post-1945. Even then, procedures were limited to the use of penicillin to treat syphilis in pregnant women in order to prevent, in their offspring, congenital effects of the disease.


Only after her death did I begin to wonder about Christine’s prenatal life.


Given the vast amount of research in the field of pre-natal science since the 1950s; given the complex, complicated, contradictory, introspective, self-effacing, epicene and enigmatic woman that Chris became; and given, further, the unusual characters, occupations and preoccupations to which she was exposed both pre- and postnatally, I cannot help but visualize a voracious, restless, needy little fetus who was troubled by her mother, soothed by her father, unsettled by her boisterous brother and impatient to get out into the world and join in. A team player. As in utero, so in life.


“That is what makes Chris so great,” said Mick Fleetwood years later. “She’s a band player, not a solo act.”


In 1982, years before I became a mother, I read a startling book entitled The Secret Life of the Unborn Child. Its author, Dr. Thomas R. Verny, the pioneering physician recognized today as the godfather of prenatal psychology, is one of the world’s leading authorities on the effect of the pre-birth and early postnatal environment on the psychological development of the human child. Decades of research led to his conclusions that the unborn baby is hugely capable of learning; that she is able to hear and respond to voices and sounds, we now know from sixteen weeks and perhaps even earlier; that she is sensitive to her parents’ feelings about her; that she can react to love, can even warn us about as yet undiagnosed medical problems and potential hazards, and is already an active, feeling, responsive human being.


Babies, explains Dr. Verny, don’t simply hear music in the womb. They can recognize the same tunes after their birth. They can remember melodies. They are also affected profoundly by unpleasant, disturbing and threatening sounds. The latter have been shown to interrupt and even stunt their development.


I was blown away by this book. It changed my habits and behavior during my own pregnancies. I played my entire record collection to my unborn children, and attended countless concerts and gigs. All three of them are musical, two professionally.


Although I had read it several times, I had not reached for Dr. Verny’s masterpiece for years when I began to research Christine’s life. I knew that she hailed from a musical family; that her paternal grandfather William Henry Perfect had been a pipe organist, allegedly at Westminster Abbey (although unlisted, often queried), and may have been an organ scholar there. Her father, Cyril Percy Absell Perfect,2 was a violinist and music teacher. Her elder brother played the saxophone. Her mother, Beatrice, known as “Tee,” had never been musical. Christine remarked that her mum was “left out,” given that the rest of the family could both play and read music. She also made a point of saying that her mother was possessed of a “decent” singing voice, possibly embracing and including her out of kindness.


Beatrice Edith Maud Reece was born on 28 May 1915 in Kingston-Upon-Thames, south-west London.3 We do not know how twenty-four-year-old Beatrice first encountered her future husband. Middle-class Edwardians tended to meet their future spouses through family and friends, or in the workplace. Professional Edwardian men not of independent means needed to work and save to provide for a wife and family. Hence, they tended to marry later in life, often taking as brides women younger than themselves. Christine’s parents were no exception. Cyril was a decade his sweetheart’s senior. In 1939, when he was thirty-four and as Europe stood on the brink of war, he married Beatrice in Merton, a neighboring borough to Kingston. Given that Christine’s elder brother was born that year, their mother would appear to have been pregnant with him on their wedding day. Neither here nor there today, pre-marital pregnancy was considered scandalous back then. The whispered word on the street would be, “But they had to get married.”4


In years to come, Christine would say that all she had wanted as a child was what “everybody else” had: “an ordinary mother.” Her own was a loving, caring, spirited soul—in more ways than one. For Beatrice, twenty-eight years old and mother of a four-year-old when she gave birth to her only daughter, was a medium, faith healer and psychic.


Declining to reveal whether she had inherited anything of her mother’s clairvoyant ability, or whether Beatrice had traded professionally in that field, Christine could not have been more supportive of her mum’s vocation and gifts.


“Well, I believe they were real,” she said. “She was a healer.”


She proceeded to explain how Beatrice apparently cured the terminal illness of a family friend. “There was an old friend of my dad’s, in Newcastle—this rich old lady who lived in a run-down castle. She had terminal cancer,” said Chris. “She sent a pair of her kid gloves to my mother, who wore one during the night, and a couple of weeks later there was a phone call: the doctors were amazed that all the cancer was completely gone.”5


Years later, Stevie Nicks would endorse the claims about Beatrice’s abilities, referring back to a prediction that Chris’s mum had made about Fleetwood Mac. The first two albums released by the band after guitarist Lindsey Buckingham and singer-songwriter Stevie Nicks had been brought onboard sent them soaring. “We knew immediately that Fleetwood Mac was going to be huge,” Stevie said. “We knew, almost like we could just look into the crystal ball. Christine’s mom was a medium—like, a psychic medium, right? And her mom had a lot to say about it, like, ‘It’s gonna be huge.’”6


Did Beatrice make those predictions from beyond the grave? Because she died on 23 September 1968: six years before Stevie and Lindsey joined the band. Christine and Stevie had not yet met. The first two albums by the new line-up featuring Mick Fleetwood, John McVie, Christine, Stevie and Lindsey—Fleetwood Mac and Rumours—were released in 1975 and 1977 respectively.


Whether or not Christine was blessed with psychic ability of her own, she was convinced that her signature composition was the result of a night-time visitation that sent her flying to the keyboard to play it.
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It seems likely that the less quantifiable, more mysterious aspects of her mother’s personality and behavior must have influenced Christine before her birth. How could she not have been affected? If only to the extent that some degree of spiritual intervention always seemed totally natural to her, which does appear to have been the case. Very few of us could lay claim to the same.


When she was about eleven, Chris recalled, she had a wart under her nose that was making her fretful. She complained to her mum about it, who focused on it one evening, then reassured her daughter that it would be gone by morning. Sure enough. How much of that could have been down to Christine’s unquestioning acceptance that when her mother insisted that something would happen, it would surely come to pass? Could the power of belief have been the primary force at play here? The little girl must have witnessed some out-of-the-ordinary things, to have been prompted to remark that all she had longed for during her childhood was “an ordinary mother.” Even before she was born, all that summoning of spirits real or imagined, the focus on perceived inhabitants of supernatural realms and obscure dimensions, the pain-wracked howls of the more severely afflicted among her patients, and the routine hummings, chantings, mutterings and spell-like supplications that are the stock in trade of the medium, psychic and faith healer could have stirred bewildering energies.


To such rhythms, as to the incessant fingering of piano keys and the sad, comforting saw of the violin bow had tiny, unborn Christine been jolted and lulled. At least it wasn’t to the point-blank boom of exploding bombs, collapsing buildings and the screams of wounded civilians. This war baby gasped herself from the womb not into some stale, moonless, sandbagged inner-city shelter but into fragrant air and light, in the comfort of home. Compared to the birth that she could have endured, Christine landed in relative paradise, in the Lake District. In the bucolic northwest corner of England so close to the Scottish border that accents there are sometimes barely distinguishable. For many during those years of upheaval, it was a shelter from danger and conflict. Most of the time.


Following the Government Order given on the morning of 31 August 1939, Operation Pied Piper began the next day, two days before war broke out. Areas considered to be at great risk of being bombed or turned into battlefields were largely evacuated, of mothers with infants, the pregnant, the elderly and most children of school age. Torn from the arms of stricken parents, kids flooded into the Lake District and other rural areas all over the country. A second wave of evacuees followed in 1940, when the air raids stepped up: 1,600 school children were delivered from the North East to escape the Luftwaffe bombs falling on Newcastle’s shipyards and buildings; still more were transported directly from London. Children were required to be equipped with “kit,” outlined in a Ministry of Health leaflet: “a handbag or case containing the child’s gas mask, a change of under-clothing, night clothes, house shoes or plimsolls, spare stockings or socks, a toothbrush, a comb, towel, soap and face cloth, handkerchiefs; and, if possible, a warm coat or mackintosh. Each child should bring a packet of food for the day.” Each wore a brown luggage label pinned to their coat, on which had been written their name, school and evacuation authority. Taken from their parents and sometimes separated from siblings, they were accompanied on their journey by guardians, most of them teachers or volunteers from the Women’s Voluntary Service. On arrival, each was handed a carrier bag containing his personal rations: a can of meat, two tins of milk, two packets of biscuits and a quarter-pound of chocolate.


In June 1944, when Hitler aimed his V1 “vengeance” weapons at London, a third wave of evacuees was dispatched to Cumbria. School records show that they remained there until the autumn. Plenty of families had no contact with their children for months or even years, beyond handwritten letters sent and received. When they returned home, most of the evacuees were four or five years older than when they had left. Everything about them had changed. So, too, had the personalities and lives of those who had been forced to part with them. In some cases, tragically none too rare, their families no longer wanted them.


Why were Christine’s family, who were from south London, in the Lake District during the war years? At first, I assumed it must have been because her mother had a small child, and that they had been evacuated. But Beatrice and her son did not relocate there without Cyril. The couple conceived their second child there in late 1942. The day after Beatrice gave birth at home in Greenodd the following July, it was her husband who went to the medieval market town of Ulverston7 (locally, pronounced “Oostan”) just northwest of Morecambe Bay to register their daughter’s safe arrival—probably on foot, as few people had cars in those days—making the almost-seven-mile round trip along unmade tracks, over bridges and stiles, through woodland, cutting across open farmland and proceeding parallel to the estuary to reach the register office in the Town Hall near the Market Place.


Had school master Cyril been transferred to the Lakes by the Board of Education to teach, accompanied by his wife and son—there being, thanks to the evacuation program into the region that commenced in 1939, a huge influx of school-age children? Or did the Perfect family relocate there under their own steam in anticipation of threat? That is possible, given that they were middle-class suburban Londoners of relative means.


Christine’s father may well have visited the region before, during his childhood. His own father, Christine’s paternal grandfather William Henry Perfect—the aforementioned organist—was born in 1876, only a hundred or so miles southeast of the Lakes in Huddersfield, West Yorkshire. During the Industrial Revolution, the prosperous wool-trade town choked under a blanket of smog from factory and domestic coal fires. Its buildings were blackened, its fetid rivers and canals devoid of life. William himself could have been taken on family holidays to the Lake District, a popular destination during the Victorian era if only for a breath of fresh air. The railways reached Windermere in 1847, affording people of all classes the opportunity to escape the grime and gasp of sprawling cities such as Manchester, Liverpool, Newcastle and Leeds. Steamer boats also served the larger lakes. Could memories of that idyllic destination have lingered in William’s mind? Might he have taken his own sons there in turn, seeking to inspire them with his own affection for the place?


On 15 August 1904, when he was twenty-eight, William married southerner Rose Prockter in Balham, south London. He became Assistant Master at the Rutlish School on Rutlish Road, Merton, less than five miles away. The school had been founded with the wealth of William Rutlish, official embroiderer to King Charles II in 1661. Formerly a grammar school, latterly a state comprehensive, the establishment would relocate to nearby Watery Lane, Merton Park in 1957. William and Rose’s eldest son Cyril, Christine’s father, was born in Balham on 23 June 1905. He was christened on 29 March 1908 at St. Saviour’s Anglican church in Raynes Park, in what was then Surrey. At the time of his christening, the family were living at 11 Rutlish Terrace, Shelton Road, Merton. Why did they wait until their eldest son was nearly three years old before having him baptized, during the same year that his brother Bernard Leslie was born? No reason is recorded.


By 1917, according to the records of the National Census, the family appear to have been living in Cambridge, probably due to a professional posting of William’s. The youngest of his three boys, Richard William, was born there that same year. In 1925, when Richard was only eight and Cyril just twenty, their forty-nine-year-old father died suddenly. Cyril was now head of the family, obliged to work to provide for his mother and brothers. His long-held dream of becoming a first violinist in a symphony orchestra, or even a solo concert violinist, was dashed. At least for the moment, while he did his duty. Following in his late father’s footsteps, Cyril became a schoolteacher.


As such, he avoided being called up. This was by no means a case of duty-shirking. According to Parliament UK, plans for limited conscription applying to single men aged twenty to twenty-two were approved in the Military Training Act of May 1939. This required able men to submit to six months’ military training. Some 240,000 registered for service. On 3 September 1939, when Britain declared war on Germany, an extended measure was passed. The National Service (Armed Forces) Act imposed conscription of all males aged eighteen to forty-one. The medically unfit were exempted, as were clergymen, teachers and certain classes of industrial worker, such as bakers, farmers and those engaged in medicine and engineering. All were needed to keep the country running. Conscientious objectors faced tribunals to argue their cases. If not dismissed, they were given alternative, uniformed, forces-related jobs. In December 1941, a second National Service Act was passed to make all men up to age sixty, and all unmarried women and childless widows aged twenty to thirty, liable for call-up.


Compared to south London’s drab sprawl, the fells and dales of the Lakes are heavenly.


The small village of Greenodd in what was once known as Egton-with-Newland, later Egton cum Newland, sits on the northern bank of the River Levens Estuary within the Crake Valley, on the edge of the Lake District National Park. It was once a small port on the highest navigable point on the estuary, handling exports of copper ore from Coniston, gunpowder from Backbarrow, limestone from local quarries, raw cotton, sugar and coal. As such, it enjoyed considerable status during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.


Because both Greenodd and nearby Ulverston were ports with bonded warehouses,8 banks flourished in both village and town to service their financial needs. All local banks were thus closely linked with shipping. Some of the banks merged over time. The arrival of the Furness railway in 1844 led to the decline of local shipping activities. Becoming surplus to requirements, most of the banks closed down. Greenodd’s sub-branch of Martins Bank Limited on Main Street, which opened for business in 1898, was mothballed during World War II along with many other tiny sub-branches because there were not enough staff to man them. It reopened after the war, but closed for good in 1970. The buildings that had once belonged to and housed the banks were sold off or let as residential properties. In one of these, Holme Bank on Main Street, a detached, slate-roofed stone property divided into apartments, Christine was born. `Her birth certificate, issued on the day after her arrival, states the family’s place of residence in two sections. The first of these entries featured an error, which was crossed out and corrected. Her father gives his occupation as “School Master (Elementary).” His child’s name is written clearly as “Anne Christine”; not, as so often referenced, the other way around.


It is likely that Christine’s mother was cared for and assisted during the birth by a midwife, or at least by wives and mothers from the local community. Until 1939, most British women gave birth at home, attended by a midwife. But the war presented new challenges. Bombing had destroyed many urban hospitals. Midwifery services were relocated to emergency maternity homes outside the major cities. The more than 12,000 women uprooted from hearth and home and obliged to have their babies remotely were expected to remain in their rural billets until the conclusion of conflict. Despite general disorganization and other problems, 10,500 babies filled those emergency maternity homes in 1940 alone. The following year, the number almost tripled. In 1943, when Beatrice gave birth to her daughter, hers was one of more than 810,000 live births across the whole country. The figure would peak in 1947, post-war, to over a million babies. The second wave that would follow it during the early 1960s would establish the demographic known as “baby boomers.” Showing that babies can be relied upon. They keep coming.


It still stands, the house in which Christine was born more than eighty years ago. It is, today, a private abode, close to the Ship Inn and Greenodd Brewery on a Main Street that has seen better days. The narrow thoroughfare is lined with two-up, two-downers, and some two- and some three-story terraced stone houses. A few are cemented and pebble-dash clad. Most have sash windows, some have small loft extensions, and one or two have permanent Christmas decorations affixed to exterior front walls. The plaster molding above a number of the doors is said to be more common in the county of Lancashire, of which Greenodd was once part. The village’s inhabitants are rural residents and tenants, many of them elderly. Some of the older houses still bear signs of yore: a Constabulary Station here, a traditional butcher’s shop there. A village bakery, a tiny post office with an integrated shop and a petrol station are the extent of the local amenities.


There are two pubs, although at the time of writing one of them appears to have closed down. Several homes offer bed and breakfast. Other houses, some of them historic, are offered in their entirety as holiday lets. Visitors come to Greenodd because it is ideally placed for exploration of the Lake District National Park. At the entrance to Main Street, elevated from the road, sits a stone and cement-clad village hall dating back to the 1870s. Latterly renovated and extended, it once served as the headquarters of the local detachment of the Home Guard, a battalion of unpaid, part-time soldiers. The local church, St. Mary’s, presides over the village. Penny Bridge Church of England School, opened in 1869, sits tight on the hillside beneath the church between the villages of Penny Bridge and Greenodd, enjoying spectacular views across the Leven Estuary and all the way up the Crake Valley to Coniston Fells.


We are not far, here, from the Roudsea Wood and Mosses National Nature Reserve. At pebble’s-throw pace are places that might have inspired J. K. Rowling: Orrest Head, Wild Boar Fell, Eskdale, Sea Toller, Fairies Cave, Buttermere Tunnel. Red squirrels abound here. Rare carnivorous plants such as rootless bladderworts, sundew and butterwort inhabit the bogs, peatlands and wetlands, feeding on insects and invertebrates. Golden eagles were once prevalent, though none has been seen here since 2015. Ospreys, red kites, buzzards, peregrines and several endangered species of fish are often sighted. Wild fell ponies are as synonymous with the Lakes as are their hardy Dartmoor counterparts with southern Devon, or the Shetland pònaidh with the northern Scottish Isles whose name they share. And everywhere you look, sheep and more sheep: the farming of which has been a dominant industry here since Roman times.


It would be comforting to imagine that the Lakes were immune to the ravages of war; that this far-flung corner opened its arms to Christine’s family with the offer of peaceful refuge, a haven in which to keep their heads down while devastation raged. They could then re-emerge when normality resumed. There is a misleading sense of timelessness about the place; a sense that it wants us to believe no clock has ticked here since the days of the Lake Poets—Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Robert Southey, William Wordsworth—who honored and preserved its boundless beauty in words. Having been born in Cockermouth, Wordsworth spent sixty of his eighty years here, from his schooldays at Hawkshead to lengthy spells in Grasmere and Rydal Mount. “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud,” prompted by the vision of daffodils at Ullswater, is one of the nation’s best-loved poems. Many other writers and poets sought inspiration in the Lakes, not least Percy Bysshe Shelley, John Keats and Alfred, Lord Tennyson. Jane Austen recalled the region in Pride and Prejudice. Beatrix Potter, born in London, moved to Hill Top Farm near Hawkshead in 1905, the year that Christine’s father was born. Her Peter Rabbit stories, celebrating locations and creatures familiar to her there, earned her lasting global fame.9


Where nothing is expected to happen, everything can and does. The Lakes were never immune to war. Jutting west into the Irish Sea with a straggling 150-mile coastline stretching from tiny Haverigg in the south all the way to the Solway Coast in the north with several estuaries and historic harbors in between, the region was always vulnerable. Bombs were dropped on Barrow only fifteen miles south-west of Greenodd in September 1940. In April and May the following year, it came under fire again during the Barrow Blitz, when 91 people were killed and 531 injured. Barrow was targeted because of its steelworks, previously the largest in the world. The works and its shipyard were badly bombed, and the fallout was deadly. Many residential neighborhoods were destroyed, and more than 10,000 homes were flattened. Neighboring towns and villages were also bombarded. Barrow was able to provide air raid shelters for only about 5 percent of its population. Conishead Priory five miles south of Greenodd was taken over as a military hospital.


It fell to the Home Guard to patrol and protect the coastline, lakes and primary mountain passes. They guarded in shifts around the clock, laid mines and constructed extensive barriers. Working at their regular jobs during the day, they trained in the evening and at weekends. The Westmorland Home Guard were one such outfit, charged with protecting Windermere against the risk of German flying boats landing there. Not only in case of potential invasion, but also because an aircraft factory near Ambleside used the lake to test their planes. The fells were used for troop training exercises, particularly for tank crews, and for the development of anti-tank weapons. Elsewhere in this remote location, extensive War Office camps housed thousands of prisoners of war. Throughout Britain, more than 400,000 German and Italian prisoners were held in such camps. The Lake District was favored in this regard, for its remoteness.


Uniformed like the men, members of the Women’s Land Army undertook strenuous forestry work, earning themselves the nickname “Lumberjills” and the formal title the Women’s Timber Corps. The timber produced was used on the railways, in mining, for aircraft manufacture and to make charcoal gas mask filters. They also took on farm work, often moving in with farming families because the work was arduous and long. They created allotments out of disused plots for the cultivation of fruit and vegetables, as part of the national “Dig for Victory” drive. Many helped the war effort via the voluntary Women’s Institute, part of whose remit was to “knit for victory,” making socks, scarves, sweaters and blankets for servicemen, evacuated children and hospital patients. Hand-knitted socks were prized for their durability over the machine-manufactured equivalent, while homemade contributions cost the forces nothing. For women, many of whose husbands were away fighting, knitting for the war effort provided a much-needed psychological boost via the belief that they were contributing something. WI members also cared for evacuees, helping to billet the children, many of whom were inner-city kids who had never previously been away from home. Settling into rural communities was hard for them. The ladies organized tea parties and country walks, and kept the bairns entertained. They also engaged in fundraising, grew vegetables and ran market stalls, where they sold surplus produce. They made jam in vast quantities to preserve the fruit, and collected rosehips for pharmacists to make vitamin C supplies for the children. And they assisted the Women’s Voluntary Service, aiding the fire service, St. John’s Ambulance, the Air Training Corps and the police. It seems likely, given the community-minded woman she certainly appears to have been, that Christine’s mother would have been part of the Women’s Institute, and would have stepped up and done her bit.






[image: image]








Christine scraped into the so-called “Silent Generation.” Born between 1928 and 1945 and preceding the baby boomers, these were the children raised to obey authority, to “do as you’re told,” and to be seen and not heard. Some may protest that she was arguably a boomer: born during the final years of war, devoid of personal memories of that period but with a head filled with vivid, detailed, second-hand recollections handed down to her by her parents. Because adults in those days talked about the war for years and years afterward. Those of Christine’s age group are often considered default and cultural boomers if not technically demographic ones. Raised on rationed food, at least until 1954, baby boomers were healthier than many today. They could expect to remain at school longer, not only because the school-leaving age was raised to fifteen but also because of increased opportunity. By the time Christine turned ten in 1953, the modern teenager was on the move toward center stage. Adolescents were driving their own trends in music, fashion and film, refusing to conform to parental expectation, challenging authority and breaking rules. While youthful rebellion was no new phenomenon, the fifties teen was fueled by a soundtrack more powerful and all-pervading than anything heard before. Turning eighteen in 1961, and getting the key of the door in 1964, Christine was there for the Beatles but had already got the blues.


She never said much about the Lake District. Barely anything about her birthplace remained in her memory. If she did recall more in private, she kept it to herself and discussed it only with her loved ones. She had but a single flashback, she said: to the time when she dropped into a river and almost drowned.


“I was born in Greenodd and we lived there for three of four years before moving to Birmingham, where my father was a music teacher,” she recalled in 2022, only months before her death. “Cumbria is a beautiful part of the world and we had a good time”—suggesting that she was oblivious of war-related activity. She had been too little. “But my distinct memory is of nearly drowning. I slipped in the mud and fell in the river, and they had to get me out using a fishing net.”10


There is paradox in the recollection. To have been born in the Lakes, far from the epicenter of enemy action, may well have saved her life. Yet the only thing she could recall about her few years ensconced there was that her fledgling existence had almost ended in tragedy. Did she relive, years later in 1983, her personal moment of terror as a toddler upon hearing that Dennis Wilson, the love of her life, had drowned?


10


Footnote


i From Elegiac Verses in Memory of My Brother, John Wordsworth by William Wordsworth, 1805.
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