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Winifred Foley now lives in Cheltenham, not far from her first job in service, and within thirty miles of the village she describes so vividly in this book. The coal-mining is practically finished, the isolation of the community disappeared with the arrival of motor transport, but the essential Forest of Dean remains very much as it always has been, and Winifred would not wish to live anywhere else.
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To my parents, four children, their spouses, the grandchildren and great-grandchildren, for all the rewards I have garnered as daughter, wife, mother, mother-in-law, granny and great-granny.




INTRODUCTION

If fair comment is to be observed, I cannot claim this book to be ‘all my own work’.

That it progressed from its shabby beginnings of handwritten pages in dog-eared exercise books into stiff covers with a smart jacket and is launched on the public, is due to the efforts of many.

I was first scolded and cajoled into serious attempts at writing by my niece, Elizabeth Ann. I was also able to poach freely from my husband’s superior vocabulary.

However, struggling would-be writers like me, unable to judge their own efforts, need more than a fair share of help and encouragement.

Two busy literary gentlemen - David Thomson of the BBC, and John Burnett, Professor of Social History at Brunel University - kindly read some early efforts, praised them, and advised me to persevere.

Fortunate struggler, how lucky for me that I submitted them to Pamela Howe, a talks producer in the BBC at Bristol. She became a would-be writer’s fairy godmother.

First she had my scripts typed, and this tedious chore was cheerfully done by her secretary, Christine Wesnes, who heartened me still further by taking a lively friendly interest; then Pamela brought them to the notice of Woman’s Hour. The Editor and the serials producer, Pat McLoughlin, bless  them, agreed to let Pamela produce it as a Woman’s Hour  serial.

Before this could be done, the work needed skilled adaptation and an actress to read it. I couldn’t have been luckier in having Virginia Browne-Wilkinson to make a radio serial out of the material, and June Barrie to give the highly praised readings.

Serials must have introductory music too. It was Pamela Howe’s inspired idea to get a group of Forest children to sing  I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles - a popular tune of the twenties I remembered my aunties singing when they came home on their brief holidays from service. Thanks to Miss Davies, the headmistress, and Mrs Davies, the music teacher, and a classroom of delightful children from Pillowell County Primary School, this ‘theme music’ proved so popular that some listeners asked for it to be made into a record! And indeed, how indebted I feel to so many sister listeners to Woman’s Hour, who took the trouble to write letters of appreciation to the BBC and me.

When the BBC decided to publish the book, all the writings, plus the later story of my days in service, had to be edited and arranged; with unerring acumen and much friendly interest and advice, this has been done by Sheila Elkin.

To you all, my grateful thanks.

 



Winifred Foley




PART I




OUR VILLAGE

At home I was ‘our Poll’ to my little sister and brother; ‘my little wench’ to Dad; ‘a reglar little ’oman’ sometimes, but often ‘a slomucky little hussy’ to my sorely tried Mam; to the ribald boys, ‘Polish it behind the door’, and to my best friend Gladys - just ‘Poll’. Gladys was an only child, always clean and tidy, but she never turned up her nose at playing with me, even when the school nurse found lice in my hair, and my neck was covered in flea bites.

I was born in 1914, the fourth child of Charlie and Margaret Mason, but an elder brother and sister had died in infancy. Bess, called after Great-Aunt Lizzie, and four years older than I, was the eldest. When I came into the world, Dad was away in Wales because work was short in the Forest mines. A letter home to Mam included his ‘love to my little fat Poll’. So Poll stuck, and though I was baptised Winifred in the village chapel, Poll I remained throughout my childhood.

When I was a child, the Forest of Dean was remote and self-contained. We were cut off from the world - from the rest of Gloucestershire by the Severn estuary, from Monmouthshire by the River Wye; and where our northernmost hills stopped, we stopped. A Royal Forest, it had been. Ten by twenty miles of secluded, hilly country; ancient woods of oak and fern; and among them small coal mines, small market towns, villages and farms. We were content to be a race apart, made up mostly  of families who had lived in the Forest for generations, sharing the same handful of surnames, and speaking a dialect quite distinct from any other.

Few people visited the Forest of Dean. They thought us primitive, and looked down on us. I remember one visitor expressing pity for an elderly crippled man in our village, who’d never been outside the Forest. Looking slowly round, the old man said, ‘Doosn’t thee fret for I, me booy; I bain’t tired o’ round ’ere yet.’ The Forest was that sort of place. As my father once said, ‘Nobody wants to come ’ere if they can ’elp it; but once they do settle down, you’d atter shoot ’em to get ’em to muv.’

We children didn’t think about whether we were isolated, of course, or about what the Forest was, or what its history had been. With our heads uncomplicated by lessons in botany or geology we took it for granted that hundreds of massive oak trees bordered our village, that the woods were full of ferns, that our fathers worked in coal mines. What was it to us that such a luxuriance of ferns was peculiar to oak forests? They were just there, to play and hide in. Some of us did know that the primeval forebears of the oaks we played under had formed the layers of coal far beneath us, where our dads crawled on their bellies to pick-axe it out; but we were too far away to feel the vibrations when a tunnel pit collapsed and somebody’s dad or uncle, brother or grancher, wouldn’t see the sunlight again.

Birds of a feather flock together, and in our village at that time the few feckless, filthy and friendly tended to live at one end; the prim, prudish and prosperous at the other. Between these two extremes lived a group of middling families, and this was where we fitted in. Here, in the centre of the village, lived a dozen or so families, not yet well off enough to move from their ancestral poverty, nor yet driven into complete squalor. The cottages - two up, two-down, with a back-kitchen-cum-coal-house, had large gardens wrenched from the Forest under harsh ‘Crown Rights’ by industrious forefathers. Here were many children, but efforts were made to keep them clothed and fed, and even educated. Here gardens were cultivated and flower beds maintained. Pigs were kept and fowls. Most of the men were colliers, who showed a strong solidarity and fraternity. We were never anything but poor, but while we may not have been able to hold our noses in the air, we did try to keep our heads above water. We didn’t carry pocket handkerchiefs or know what a dinner napkin was, but we were taught to show extra respect to the old and the handicapped. The dirt brought home from the pit, and on our boots, fought a constant battle with Mam’s determination not to have her house ‘turned into a turnpike road’.

Coal was no problem, except for the miners too old or too ill to work, for every working miner had an allowance of twelve hundredweight a month. The wonders of gas and electricity we only knew of secondhand from girls on holiday from service. Candles and paraffin lamps lit us up.

Often our home couldn’t afford paraffin - or even, on occasion, a candle. Many’s the time I’ve been sent around trying to borrow ‘a stump o’ candle’. Come to that, I was often sent for ‘a pinch o’ tay’, ‘a lick o’ marge’, ‘a screw o’ sugar’, ‘a sliver o’ soap’, or ‘a snowl o’ bread’. No one was ever optimistic enough to try to borrow money.

Each cottage garden was fenced with a dry-stone wall to keep out the sheep and pigs. Old iron bedsteads mostly served as garden gates. Any cottager who could afford it kept a pig; some were spare-time sheep-badgers, taking advantage of an ancient right to graze their sheep in certain areas of the surrounding forest. We children loved watching the dipping, shearing, and marking rituals, but only a hardy few could bear to watch the slaughter of a pig.

Pigs were regarded practically as neighbours. They had their own little stone dwellings alongside the cottages, and were christened with pretty names like Rosie, Sukey, or Ginny. Knots of men leaned over the pigs’ gates to drool over the plump, succulent charmers in the pens. A weary, coal-grimed man would stop for a slap and a tickle with the pig before going indoors from work, answering her welcoming squeals and grunts with his own brand of piggy endearments. Shopkeepers would often refuse credit for family groceries, yet supply bran on tick for the pig; then they could claim half the pig at killing.

When the time came, poor Rosie’s legs were tied and she was carried, squealing with terror, to the bench outside for the plunge of the butcher’s knife. Mrs Protheroe was at the ready, with her great china washstand jug, to catch the gushing blood for her black puddings. Little girls stuck their fingers in their ears to deaden the pig’s cries, and huddled together like wailing mourners. Boys war-danced round the blazing straw piled over the dead pig to burn off the bristles, and they waited to see who would catch the pig’s bladder. When inflated, the bladder could be kicked around like a football.

Even when the grocer had had his half, the rest of Rosie still went a long way. The near neighbours all got a small share of the meat. The fat was rendered for lard (so tasty on bread with a sprinkle of salt). The big side-flitch was carefully salted on the slab in the back-kitchen. Later, when ready, it was hung on the living-room wall for the smoke to help keep it, as it was cut for use during the winter.

A flitch of bacon was considered the nicest decoration to have hanging on the wall, but the women were very fond, too, of religious texts to hang among the pictures. One new young wife artlessly hung two on the wall behind the double iron bedstead. One read ‘I need Thee every hour’, and the  other ‘Lord, give me strength’. It was years before she lived it down.

When I think of the ‘slums’ at the feckless end, the colour that comes to mind is grey. The children’s skins were grimed grey with dirt; often a toddler’s wash was from Mother’s spittle on a corner of a filthy pinny rubbed around his protesting face. The interiors of the cottages were mostly grey, like the outsides. The ashdust from the grates settled in layers on the flagstone floors, on the home-made rag hearth-rugs and, mixing with the greasy cooking steam, finished curtains, walls and windows with a matching patina of drabness.

The feckless women ‘dabbed out a bit o’ washin” when they felt like it, if they had the water; but all our water, apart from the rainwater, caught from the roofs in tubs, came from a well a quarter of a mile away, and one summer, when there was a drought, it dried to a trickle. Hardly surprising that whatever colour curtains or clothes were to start with, they all ended on the clothes-line a uniform grey - at any rate, at the feckless end of the village.

Our mams, who never so much as had a dab of face powder to put on their noses in their lives, lugged the water from the well every day, but the washing was still done regularly every week.

When they got the water home, it was heated by a fire under the wash copper, then poured over the dirty washing into a wooden tub; and the clothes and our mams were brought to a lather by the use of the unwieldy heavy wooden ‘dolly’.

Clothes that today cannot be got rid of at a penny a bundle at the tail end of a jumble sale would have been thankfully washed and hung out with pride in those days.

Washing wasn’t out on the line long; if the weather was wet, it must somehow be dried round the fire. Few had more  than one change of clothing. In long wet spells, you might hear a woman call across the garden to her neighbour, ‘I’ll ’a to turn me britches an’ shimmy this wik for we can’t get near our vire for tryin’ to dry the pit clothes out.’

Pit clothes took a lot of drying; men often worked in wet conditions underground, and would come to the surface soaked to the knees in mud. On dry days this caked up on the walk home and could be hit off with a stick; on rainy days, with walks up to three miles long, the men came home like ‘drowned rats’, as the saying was. When there were two or three men in a household working, the family were lucky to see the fire.

The village had no drains and no dustmen. The privy buckets were emptied into holes dug in the garden, slops were thrown between the cabbages; all other rubbish landed on the ashmix, sometimes only a handy throwing distance from the doorways.

The ashmix consisted mainly of buckets of ashes, with empty tins, broken china, and bottomless pails. It was a ‘play centre’ for bare-bottomed toddlers, who piddled into the empty tins and made mud pies with dirt and ash. Except in winter, children were often bare-bottomed till they were old enough for school. ‘Bless his little arse’ was a mother’s commonest form of endearment.

Older girls pillaged the ashmix for tins, bottles, and bits of china to play ‘houses’ or ‘shops’. Nearby stood a great chestnut tree, one alone among a forest of oak; each triangle of its exposed roots was a girl’s territory. A bit of rusty iron bed lath, balanced on a stone with a cocoa lid on each end, made scales. We sold ‘brown sugar’ (sandy earth), ‘boiled sweets’ (little stones), and ‘currants’ (sheep droppings). In the long hot days of August we made cool tents from damp green fern that grew thick among the oak trees, or played helter-skelter down the slopes on old sacks.

Here we sat and lay, amusing ourselves lazily popping ‘snompers’. We picked spikes of the beautiful pink foxgloves growing in profusion among the fern; then took off each flower, trapping the air with thumb and forefinger, and pushed the ends together till they’d explode with a pleasant little pop.

Tiring of this diversion, we would search for five small stones roughly the same size. These we would rattle about in a rusty tin until reasonably smooth, and then play ‘Jacks’ with them. Town children call this ‘Five stones’ but they buy them, neatly manufactured, from shops.

When we were very hungry and there was a chance of being called in for food, we would hint our presence to Mam by playing (near home) ‘pigs, pigs, come to supper’. In this game, the other players turned their backs while a ‘hidey girl’ poked a piece of coloured china in a crack in a dry wall, between two marks. Whoever found it first became next ‘hidey girl’. Often none of us could find it, not even the ‘hidey girl’.

Life was wonderful except for one constant nagging irritation: hunger.

We knew that the wages our dads brought home from the pit were not enough to keep us out of debt, leave alone fill our bellies properly. We tried not to make matters worse by worrying our mothers for food. Everybody being in the same boat, we considered it good manners to refuse food offered by neighbours. The more the offer was pressed, the more vehemently we refused. Naturally enough, most of the stories we made up were filled with an abundance of delicious food.

But like other, less hungry, children we enjoyed ghost-stories too, and when the evenings grew shorter we scared the wits out of each other with them, until we were glad to run indoors before anything got us. It was nice to be indoors, safe from the cold. There was always a good fire. Most likely, on  one side of it our Mam would be asleep with the baby on her lap, and on the other, old Great-Aunt with whom we lived. She was so crippled with arthritis, she just sat time away by the fire, and was smoked kipper-brown by the fumes.

If they were not at the pit, Dad and a couple of cronies would be arguing nineteen to the dozen about religion, politics, science, economics, or the fourth dimension. There they sat on their threadbare behinds putting the world in order. They sat the fire out, till the chill woke Mother up and she set about putting her house in order.

‘Don’t you men know what time it is? Settin’ there like a lot o’ broody ’ens too idle to put a knob o’ coal on the vire.’

She would plonk the baby on Father’s lap, and rattle the poker between the bars, while the men, like scolded dogs with their tails between their legs, got out with as much dignity as they could muster.

Before she dozed off, Mam would have put our supper toast on the hob - just a few thick slices with the margarine spread only in the middle. No matter - toasted dry crust was delicious and we knew the art of chewing slowly to make it last. We kept very quiet so as not to wake Mam to supervise our bedtime wash. Into the little dark cold back-kitchen we sneaked, dipping our fingers into the well-used soapy water in a zinc bowl. We dampened the middle of our faces with our fingers; then we wiped off the loose dirt on a bit of towel hanging by on a nail. So up to the back bedroom, three to a bed.

Then would come the best time of all. Our elder sister was our one-woman show. Her ‘duet’ rendering of Madam, Will You Walk? in high falsetto and deepest bass would give us hysterics. She could mime and mimic, and once did a ‘Spanish’ dance on the end of the bed, with a cracked soapdish for a castanet, turning it into a highly comical routine by scolding and smacking her elbows and knees for poking through the  unmendable rents in the threadbare chemise of old Aunty’s which she wore for a nightdress. Sometimes our laughter brought Mam away from the fireside, and she would threaten from the bottom of the stairs to ‘larrup us’ if we didn’t keep quiet. Sometimes our sister said some magic words, and turned the patch of striped ticking on the quilt into a flying zebra. We all got on its back and flew over the rooftops to a much better place than Peter Pan found. Our sister never stinted us: everything we wanted was there. Jelly, custard and tinned pineapple to eat; a frilly pink silk dress with white shoes and socks for me; a real football and a little donkey for my young brother; dolls, marbles, proper skipping ropes with painted handles, and anything else we could think of.

‘You be the best liar in the world, Bess,’ we bragged. But our bellies rumbled.

As I dozed off to sleep in the warm safety of our shared bed, I listened to the plaintive wind in the forest trees which seemed to me to be the sighs of all the people that had died in our village, who wanted to come back to the Forest instead of going to heaven.




DAD

Mam was the light sleeper in our family of slug-a-beds. She acted as alarm-clock to get Dad out of the house by five in the morning, for early pit shift. It meant her getting up at a quarter-past four, to light the fire and make his tea and toast. Surplus tea was allowed to get cold; then, unsweetened and unmilked, it was put in a bottle. This with ‘a snowl o’ bread’ and ‘a marsel o’ cheese’, was standard diet for all the miners in our village. The bread and cheese was put in a butty tin, so the underground rats wouldn’t eat it.

To us children our Dad was the fount of wisdom, kindliness and honour. Whenever we wanted his attention he became a child among us - slow, dreamy and always understanding. He never minded being woken up at any odd hour to help with a fretful baby, or to nurse a sick child. Once, when I had earache in the small hours, he took me, sobbing with pain, downstairs; he made up a good fire, warmed a brick in the oven to hold up to my head to try and ease the pain, cuddled me on his lap and tried to distract me with the tales of Brer Rabbit, all to no avail. His blackened, beloved old pipe, charred with the residue of strong tobacco, was the balm and cure for all his own pains, and at last in desperation, he gave it to me.

‘There, my wench, thee have a few puffs o’ feyther’s bacca - that’ll take the pain away.’

And so it must have, for I awoke in bed, late the next morning, with my earache gone.

If he had a fault, it was the spending of a sixpence on a book while his ragged shirt-tails were hanging through the ragged patches of his moleskin trousers. He loved to discuss his reading with his cronies. The fireside talk we overheard between them was full of H. G. Wells, Einstein, God, Darwin, Shaw and Lenin.

The men were all well read. With a sweep of a pit-grimed fist they dismissed bogus religious cant - and, equally, the cult of material wealth acquired for its own sake. They filled the world’s belly with its properly distributed abundance, and the world’s soul with the beauty of man’s and nature’s genius.

Concerts in our village were rare, but once when Dad had been working in South Wales, he’d gone to hear some classical music played, and had found it a profound experience. And when he heard that a violinist and his accompanist were to give a concert in our chapel, he was full of anticipation.

The chapel was packed. When the violinist began to tune up his instrument, the hobbledehoys standing together at the back sniggered, and called out who was pulling the cat’s tail.

I was flabbergasted when Dad, the most kindly and tolerant of men, went to the back of the chapel and, quietly but firmly, told them to behave or get out.

In my eyes, Dad could do no wrong; but, earthbound little pleb that I was, I too thought the music sounded like cats on the roof. I looked for distraction in the nimble acrobatics of the pianist’s fingers. Then I studied her face and peculiar hair style, then down towards her feet. ‘Oh, my gawd, ’ers showing ’er combs!’ I thought. Above her high, laced boots, the like of which I had never seen before, showed a three-inch band of light grey ribbed wool.

I turned to draw Dad’s attention to this shocking exposure;  but I could tell by his face that, though his body sat beside me, his spirit was far away.

As soon as the clapping started I leaned over the back of him to my sister on his other side, and drew her attention to my discovery. She sighed and gave me one of her ‘whatever shall we do with her’ looks. ‘You sawney ha’porth! That bain’t ’er combs a-showin’, that be the top of them woolly stockings ’ers a-wearin’ inside they boots!’

‘Was it a good concert, Dad?’ I asked him, as we walked home.

‘Beautiful, my wench, beautiful. I only wish we ’ad some vittles in the ’ouse. I shoulda’ liked to ’ave exed ’em up for a bite o’ supper.’

Dad was a very polite man, the sort to put himself out to listen to the King if he’d come up by our gate, just the same as he put himself out to listen to poor old George the simpleton. Dad was the only person who could ‘talk’ to George’s deaf and dumb wife. As a girl she’d been sent away to learn the deaf and dumb sign-language, but this still left her with not a soul to talk to, until Dad sent away for a book on the subject and taught himself.

It was fascinating to watch the pantomime of their gestures, and to see the remarkable change that came over Liza Baa, as we called her. Her face lit up, and she would laugh and look like a young girl. She was as thin as a rake, for simple George came at the end of the job queues, and like all the other women Liza gave the lion’s share of the food to her husband.

When funds permitted us to buy the corn, Mam kept a few fowls; but Liza had only one old hen, and that was a pet, treated as one of the family. People said the old hen spent the night perched on their iron bedstead. That wasn’t true, but it did go in and out of the house for any crumbs it could find under her table - or on it. Never having heard the human  voice, nor what words sounded like, Liza relieved her emotions by a sort of moaning and cackling. That old hen used to scratch and peck round Liza’s skirts, cackling back in an answering sort of way. They thought a lot of each other.

When Dad got pneumonia Liza came to see him. After a few days in bed he’d struggled downstairs to ease Mam’s lot in attending him, and he was sitting grey-faced and hollow-eyed by the fire when Liza came in carrying a dish. The news of his illness had got through to her slowly. Now, in her hands, as clawlike as the old hen’s feet swimming in the broth, was her sacrifice, to speed Dad’s convalescence - her old hen. She put the dish on the table. Dad looked at the skinny stewed bird, and then at the beautiful kindness in her face. He had to bend down to do up his shoelaces, and when he looked up he could only nod his thanks. He’d been struck dumb, too.

That illness, we always believed, came from the conditions in which he worked when he was forced to go to a pit three miles from home. He was sacked from the pit near the village after the owner heard of his radical views and told the manager to get rid of him. The walk to the new pit wasn’t too bad - it was downhill most of the way - but it was a hard grind home for an exhausted man at the end of a long shift. Mam put a stop to our usual practice of running to meet him for pick-a-backs up the garden path; but to reassure us that all was well Dad would do a little clog dance at the door in his heavy pit boots. Sometimes, as a bonus, just to show us ‘yore feyther hen’t a old mon yet’, he would put the top of his head on the table, a hand each side, and slowly stand on his head. Muddied, streaked with coal-dust and rain, tattered and tired, he brought his radiance in with him. All was well when Dad came home.

Sometimes, on Sunday evenings, Mam went to chapel and left Dad to mind us. The lovely fire she built up before she left  would easily lull him, as well as old Auntie, to sleep if we let it. Once, when he had only my brother and me to mind, we did let it. Then we set to work on Dad’s hair. Only the fringe was long enough to do anything with; and not much with that, until we had the wonderful idea of putting a bit of treacle on it.

We had, at the time, a supply of brimstone and treacle for blood purification kept in the cupboard by the fire. We sneakily dipped a moistened finger in the tin, and rubbed what we didn’t lick off on to Dad’s fringe. Then we made it into a myriad tiny plaits, and tied these into knots, a feat of some dexterity.

By then we decided it was time Dad amused us. Usually, the first thing Dad did when he woke up was to make sure his beloved old pipe was on or near him. But on this occasion he put his hand to the top of his head, rose slowly, and went over to look in the little mirror hanging by the door.

‘You young varmints! You’ve turned your old feyther into a bloody ’Ottentot. Whatevera’ you bin a-puttin’ on my yud?’

Although we helped Dad to wash off the treacle, and laboriously undid the knotted plaits, he still had a regular coxcomb of hair, that wouldn’t comb down flat. ‘I’ll see you two young buggers don’t ketch I nappin’ agyun.’ Dad never growled, but he had a try.

Taking a piece of chalk from his pocket, he turned the wooden chairs we weren’t sitting on upside down. ‘Now, then, you pair o’ bright sparks, what be these, then?’ and he drew with his chalk, on the underside of the chair seats, his versions of some tropical animals.

We got so engrossed with this activity that Dad heard Mam saying good-night to Granny only just in time. ‘Look out! ’Ere be your Mam a-comin’!’ In two shakes of a lamb’s tail, Dad had put the chairs back upright, and we were sitting in innocent idleness round the fire when Mam came in.

Before leaving for chapel, Mam always left the house as spick and span as she could. After tea, she would put Auntie’s red plush cloth on the table, trim the wick of the lamp, fill its blue china bowl with paraffin, and place it in the middle of the table.

This grand, plush, table-cloth had once had bobbles dangling all round the border; but in winter, during our toddler stage, the space under the table had been our ‘play area’, and most of the bobbles had proved irresistible to our meddling little fingers. But it was still a proud possession.

One evening, as soon as Mam had gone, Dad told us to sit up round the table. Then he went into the back kitchen and came out with something he called an ‘oojah-board’. It was roughly heart-shaped, had a sharpened piece of pencil fixed to the underside at the front, and moved easily on some small castor arrangement. We had known for the past week that Dad had been whittling away at something for us.

Next he smoothed down a big piece of brown paper across one end of the table. ‘Now,’ he said to us, ‘one at a time, shut your eyes, and put your hand on thic oojah-board, an’ just let’n vind ’is way about on thic piece o’ paper.’

The ouija-board moved with practically no help at all. After a count of ten, we could open our eyes to read the ‘message’ it had written. But we could make nothing of our squiggles.

‘Trouble is,’ said Dad, ‘thic bit o’ ’ood I made’n from is mahogany, an’ thic bloody board’s a-writin’ in jungle language. ’Ere, let I ’ave a goo, I’ll see if I can persuade’n to write a bit in English.’

Dad screwed his eyes up very tight, and seemed to go into a trance of concentration. Then, sure enough, apparently of its own free will, the ouija-board began to write - not all that plain, but quite legibly: Look behind the soap dish. We fell over  each other rushing into the unlit back-kitchen to feel behind the soap dish. Sure enough, something was there - a round piece of glass, with a metal rim on it, and a handle.

We were dumbstruck, and even more so, when Dad said that upon his soul, if it weren’t a magic glass! Sure enough, when he put the glass over the hairs on his forearm, and told us to look through it, his arm looked like a cratered, miniature jungle.

Every now and again, old Auntie surfaced to wakefulness to ask us, ‘what’s goin’ on’, or ‘what be you up to now?’

We were up to looking for tiny objects to put under the magic glass. It took us out by the door to pluck a leaf left here and there on the roses, and to look by candle-light in the garden-wall for little slugs or mosses.

We gathered quite a variety of objects to spread over the best plush cloth. Time was forgotten, and our excited chatter drowned Mam’s homecoming footsteps in the yard. The table was a shambles.

‘Well! I can’t turn me back on you lot for vive minutes afore you’ve turned the place into a regular menagerie!’

‘What’s a menagerie, Dad?’ I asked.

‘A zoo, I think,’ said Dad.

‘Yus, an’ you be bloody well right,’ said Mam, gathering up the plush cloth to shake its contents on to the garden.

Mam was an energetic type, and loved a bit of bustle to things: tables must be scrubbed till you could see the grain of the wood, fire-irons polished till you could see your face in them, rag mats shaken till the dust flew, and husbands who sat still too long hustled into some sort of activity.

‘I can’t see ’ow you’re ever goin’ to learn anything wi’ your yud always stuck in a book,’ was a frequent scold of Mam’s. Brought reluctantly back to earth from the pages of Erewhon  one day, Dad scratched his head and observed with impartial  dignity to Mam, ‘Mother ’tis a great pity thee ’asn’t got my brains, or I ’asn’t got thy energy, then one on us coulda’ come to summat.’

However, like all of her sex, Mam had her illogical moments. One Saturday evening, she told my brother and me that, as Dad and old Auntie would mind the two little ones, we could go to Cinderford with her to get some shopping.

This had happened once or twice before, and we knew it meant a treat for us. In the tiny market place, lit with naptha flares, was a long table covered with white oilcloth, and flanked by wooden benches, where faggots or peas (or both to the rich) were served. The stall-owner was a stout, homely-looking matron, with a white starched pinny over her black blouse and skirt. Perhaps to give her round, motherly face a touch of dignity, and a ‘no good to ask for tick’ severity, she topped it with a man’s cloth cap.

Spaced at strategic intervals on the long table were bottles of vinegar, and pepper and salt pots. The delicious aroma those faggots and peas sent out to the entrance would stop us in our tracks like kids in the Bisto advertisement petrified on the hoardings.

If she couldn’t stretch things to have a penn’orth herself, Mam would take my brother and me to the table, order a penny dish of peas between us, ‘two spoons please’, and would leave us while she looked for food bargains.

The thought of those peas turned us into a willing little pair of carrier mules, better than a bag of carrots could work on the real thing. Mam never mentioned the peas, but they hung in our minds’ eye all along the mile-and-a-half short cut through the forest.

Dear Mam, she was one of the world’s frustrated spenders, and would peer into every shop, with her short-sighted eyes, ‘buying’ all sorts for everyone.

One of her favourite shops was a junk shop at the bottom of the High Street. Sometimes there was a pretty vase or picture that she would take in her mind’s eye, and place in a variety of positions to make her own home prettier. Her sighs gave me the clue to her thoughts.

There was quite a hint of excitement in her voice that Saturday, when she asked me to read out the titles of four enormous, dusty, important-looking books in the window.

‘The Circle of the Sciences,’ I told her.

‘Goo in, and ex ’ow much they be,’ she told me.

‘ ’Alf-a-crown,’ I had to tell her, surprised by such an odd request coming from Mam.

We always knew when Mam had a nice secret, although we didn’t always find out what the secret was. We sensed, sometimes, that it was something she shared only with Dad. We knew because of the way she would purse her mouth up, and try to control her joy with little twitchings of her lips. I noticed it was happening as we walked on up the street. She also opened her purse, took the contents into her hand, and did a lot of thinking.

We were thinking hard, too, of the market and the faggot and pea stall, and could hardly persuade our reluctant legs to walk past it, as Mam carried on without apparently noticing the place.

Without batting an eyelid, she told such a tale of woe to the butcher that he knocked down the price of a big cow’s heart to one-and-six. Mam came out looking well pleased with herself. Then down to the grocer’s for flour, sugar, some tea, and very little else.

We cut round a place called the Triangle, back into the High Street, where we didn’t have to pass the market. I squeezed my little brother’s hand in sympathy.

There was a cake shop a bit further down. Mam looked in  her purse again. ‘ ’Ere you be,’ she said to me, ‘goo in and get a cake for you and Charlie to share.’

First we stared at the delectable array in the window, comparing size with exotic fancy trimmings, and mutually agreed that a cream slice would be the best buy. Mam broke it carefully in half between us.

Our faith in Mam, human nature, and the delicious wonders of life, returned. Mam hadn’t even asked us to help her carry anything; one of the two straw frails she had brought was still empty. Well, it was till we got to the junk shop.

Then, full of pride, gracious as royalty ordering from Harrod’s, Mam went in and bought those four huge books for Dad. You could have knocked me over with the dust on them!

Mam put two of the books in the bottom of the frail with the shopping, and put the other two in the empty frail so that my brother and I could carry them, holding a handle each.

None of us had much fat to bring us out in a sweat, but what a huff and a puff we were in, and how our arms and legs ached. Had we been carrying those books for anyone else, Mam would have had a mutiny on her hands.

There was a lovely fire in the grate, and an air of expectancy indoors. Mam always tried to come home from such expeditions with something extra for supper.

‘Kettle’s a-boilin’,’ said old Auntie, and took the baby off Dad for him to wet the tea.

One by one, Mam heaved the books on to the table.

‘They be for you, Dad. ’Alf-a-crown they was!’ As usual I was precociously quick off the mark with any information.

Dad’s mouth fell quite open, as he looked at those books with an expression that was a mixture of awe and bewilderment. No wonder! It was enough to make him awe-struck, Mam spending half-a-crown on books! His bewilderment was  equally justified. Who could want books on science so out-of-date that the knowledge had become practically useless?

That was information to guard from her at all costs. Aware of Mam’s scrutiny, he handled those books with as much reverence as if they’d come straight from the tomb of Tutankhamun. Then he looked up at her. ‘Well done, Shuky,’ he said, using his pet nickname for her. And the love in his eyes said volumes more than his words.

Mam was a generous-hearted woman. Possessions were easily procured from her with the wheedling tongue and covetous eye; but when she died, in her eightieth year, Father’s books still had pride of place on the shelves in the alcove by her cottage fireplace.




MAM

I don’t know how our Mam ever managed to keep five of us fed and clothed - let alone herself and our Dad and Great-Aunt Lizzie, whom we lived with. Right from the beginning of our lives we children understood that we couldn’t expect to have as much as we wanted of anything, and must never ask.

Mam was all but defeated by the problem of keeping her brood clothed. She was thankful for any garment that anyone would give her for us, regardless of fit or suitability. I kept a piece of string permanently round my middle to hold up the odd assortment of drawers I had to wear. The boys at school used to chant:
‘Sing, sing,  
What shall I sing?  
Poll Mason’s britches  
Be tied up with string!’





A stout middle-aged neighbour once produced a pair of her faded blue fleecy-lined bloomers for me. My piece of string kept them up, more or less, but the crutch came down to my knees, the bottoms almost to my ankles. ‘Thee’st look like one o’ they sultanas from a harem,’ said my elder sister, Bess. I crept unwillingly to school, well behind everyone else. Before I got there I hid in the ferns, took off the bloomers, and  chewed a hole each side of the waist. I put my arms through the holes, and wore them like a pair of combinations.

Another of my most memorable outfits was a frock that Mam once made me by sewing up a leg-of-mutton style lady’s costume coat. It had shoulders as wide as a guards man’s, and plenty of braid trimming. It was most unfortunate that, on the morning I was to wear this to school for the first time, one of my aunts, who was in service, sent me a parcel of ribbon pieces. I had a passion for beads and ribbons, and forgot the misery of having to wear that terrible frock in the delight of all this treasure. I begged Mam to let me take the whole lot to school, and rather to my surprise, my sister joined in. I should have suspected her droll sense of humour, but as usual I didn’t.

‘Let me do thee up like Mary Pickford,’ she said.

I had a short, pudding-basin haircut, a snub nose, a mouth that the kindly would describe as generous, a pair of unremarkable small blue eyes, and a trusting belief in Bess’s genius.

On the way to school we kept well behind everyone else, then stopped for her to transform me. Somehow she managed to tie round my head, in loops and bows and streamers, every bit of that ribbon.

‘My Gawd!’ she said, almost overcome by the results of her efforts. ‘I reckon thee’st do look better’n Mary Pickford - more like a fairy queen. Dance round thic tree so I can see how thee’st look when they ribbons do flare out.’

As she watched me dance, she suddenly doubled up with an attack of the collywobbles, hardly able to speak for the pain, and decided to go back home instead of to school. Smirking, dreamy, full of self-satisfaction, I carried on. One and a half hours late, I pushed open my classroom door, confident that I would create a sensation.
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