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We would like to dedicate this book to the many hundreds


of children who were in care during the 1950s and early


1960s, victims of a system in conflict. We hope that


one day their stories may be heard too.


 


And to everyone else, remember, love will always find a way.
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November 1959


It was a cold, grey day. I sat in the playroom, on the wide window ledge, staring out at the empty street and the field in the distance.


I was seven years old, my mum had died and I didn’t know where my dad or my brothers were, or if I would ever see them again. I was stuck in this place, where I had to follow endless rules and where nobody was kind or friendly.


Just then, a big black car came around the corner and drew up in front of the home. A man got out, and then a little girl. She was smaller than I was, with red hair cut short in the usual pudding-basin style, and wearing the same grey pinafore dress all the girls were given, with little black lace-up boots.


As she followed the man to the door, I watched her. And at that moment something deep inside me burned like hot fire. I knew her! I didn’t know where from or how. We had never met, but I knew her. It was as if everything went bright and I felt I could run for miles and miles with her and never tire.


Suddenly I knew that I wasn’t going to be alone any more. I jumped down from the window ledge and ran to open the front door …
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Alan


Not long after the end of the Second World War, the old East End of Sunderland contained one of the worst slums in Europe. A maze of several hundred tumbledown one-up and one-down houses, it was a dark and appalling place where whole families lived in a single small room.


This network of rat-infested, damp terraces, owned by landlords who never paid a penny on repairs, was my first home. I was born there, in 1952, and our house, in Moorgate Street, was at the centre of the many cobbled alleyways and lanes that criss-crossed the slum.


My family lived in the upstairs room of one of the row of houses, while another family lived downstairs. There was Mum, Dad, my older brothers Michael, four, and George, two, me – and often a passing uncle or two as well, especially our Uncle Willie if his wife had beaten him up again. Dad came from a large family; he had three brothers and six sisters and often told us about the violent escapades of his own dad, who seemed to enjoy punishing them with his leather belt. We never met our grandfather, who I believe had died before I was born; we just heard the tales of the terrible punishments he gave out to his sons – and presumably daughters, too – if they got on the wrong side of him.


We had a single bed, where my mum, Eileen, slept, and a double bed, where all the men slept, adults at the top and boys at the bottom. I was in with Mum, until my younger brother Brian was born when I was two, when I moved over to join the others in the double bed.


The only other furniture we had was a square table with two wooden chairs. The table stood in front of the coal range that, on the days when we could afford coal, heated the room and cooked our food. Apart from that, all we owned was a couple of tin pails and a tin bath. The walls and floor were bare and there were lines strung across the room for hanging out washing. At mealtimes we’d all stand round the table while our mum doled out whatever there was to eat – and usually it wasn’t a lot.


It must have been tough for Mum, who no doubt went hungry herself many times, but we boys were too young to worry. We would gobble down whatever there was and run out to play again. Those grubby streets were home, and as long as we had Mum, Dad and one another, not much else mattered. Despite the hardships ours was a close family, and we felt loved. At the end of the day Mum would give each of us a cuddle when she put us to bed, while Dad would ruffle our hair or pat us on the back with a ‘G’night, son’, and we’d be asleep in seconds.


We were always as black as coal from playing on the bomb-sites that were scattered through the slum. The older boys climbed in among the rubble, squeezing into buried rooms and digging under old fireplaces. There were bits of wall that still had wallpaper on and were covered in coloured patterns or flowers, some of them two floors up, left there when the rest of the building had collapsed. These patterns were fascinating to us because we didn’t have any paper on the walls in our home.


It was never an easy job getting us clean, because there was no bathroom or running water. The houses were serviced by communal washhouses – one to every four or five houses, which meant they were shared by up to ten families. Each washhouse was a kind of brick shelter with wooden barn doors that were always broken. Inside was a cold water tap fixed to the wall at one end, and at the other a toilet with a ‘courtesy screen’ someone had made out of old sheets hanging on a string line. Squares of newspaper hung next to it on the brick wall, to be used as toilet paper. In the middle of the washhouse was a row of poss-pots, tin barrels used for washing clothes – and any children the hard-pressed mothers could catch. Beside the poss-pots stood a mangle, for wringing the water out of the clothes.


On washdays, Mum, like all the other women in the street, had to go downstairs to the washhouse, collect a pail of water and carry it upstairs to heat on the coal range. Then she would carry it back down the stairs again to fill the poss-pot to do the washing. This would be repeated several times, first for the washing and again for rinsing. Occasionally a few pails got tipped into the tin bath by the fire so she could have a private bath when no one was around. Then it had to be carried downstairs, a pail at a time, and emptied.


Our slum was like a dirty island set at the very end of town. To the north, only a few hundred yards away, there were three shipyards, built on the bank of the river, with several more across the other side. In those days Sunderland was the biggest ship-building town in the world with shipyards along the length and breadth of the river. To the east were the main dock gates, the warehouses and the fuel storage tanks. To the south of us were the great rail-shunting yards, leading to the coal-staiths where, for twenty-four hours a day, coal was tipped from the steam train wagons down the chutes and into the coastal colliers, which set off for London and other major ports. To the west were the old garths: blocks of flats four storeys high with open verandas running around them, full to the brim with the families of dockers, fishermen and miners.


The muck generated by these huge industries blew across us and coated everything. Many of the slum houses had broken windows with cardboard or newspaper taped over the holes, so the dirt blew straight in and lay thick on the sparse furniture. It coated our skin, hair and clothes and, when it was windy, the freshly washed sheets hanging out in the lane.


As well as the dirt, there was the noise. We lived with the never-ending din of the shipyards. Day and night there was the constant rat-tat-tat of the riveters’ guns as they fixed the steel plates of the hulls together, the banging of steel on steel and the shouts of the workers. Then there was the clack-clack-clack on the cobbles from steel wheels of the hand barrows which were used to transport anything and everything. And when a new ship was being launched, as often happened, there was the vast roar of the crowds and the greeting wail of a host of ships’ horns as the vessel slipped into the water, pushing a wave of water before it, accompanied by the loud grating noise of the huge chains which were used as a brake on the slipway.


We children were so used to all the noise that we barely noticed it. Besides, our streets were full of their own noise. There were children swinging on old ropes tied to the top of the iron lamp-posts, and the girls singing rhyming songs as they played two-ball against the walls or skipped – up to ten of them jumping over a rope at once. The smaller kids sat in big prams, wailing, while the boys made machine-gun noises or played Cowboys and Indians, chasing each other across the rubble of the bomb-sites which were dotted through the slum.


The women stood in the doorways, wearing coloured headscarves or curlers in their hair and spotty pinnies over their clothes, crossed over at the back and tied at the front. They chatted away, while in the background Rediffusion radios – one of the few luxuries most families could afford – blared out the big band music and jazz sounds that were all the rage.


Every now and then came the clip-clop sound of hooves along the cobbles as the tatters – rag and bone men who collected anything and everything that could be salvaged or sold – came along, shouting, ‘Lumbaaaay!’ or ‘Rags and woollens!’


Then there was the old fishwife, Mrs Bulmer, who brought fish in a cloth-lined basket from the nearby fish quay and shouted, ‘Fresh fiiiish!’ in a high-pitched wailing voice. There were barely ever any cars along our lanes, but sometimes we heard the ding-a-ling of a fire-engine, ambulance or police car ringing out, and all the kids would pile out to see which one it was.


Even at night the noise from the surrounding yards carried on, the hooters blaring out to mark the shift changes that went on around the clock. We lay in bed and listened to the whoop-whoop of the tugboats that towed great cargo ships up and down the river from the sea and the whistles of the steam-driven coal trains heading for the docks on the other side of the high coal-yard wall. And in the darkened streets, lit only by the dim street lamps, there were the sounds of drunks singing their way home after closing time. Frequent fights broke out, with women screaming at the men to pack it in, accompanied by the sounds of a bottle or two rolling on the ground, glass breaking and all the neighbourhood dogs barking.


Not far from us stood the Welcome Arms, the last pub in Sunderland before the sea, with its back gate open to the steep steps which led down to the inner road inside the perimeter wall around the docks. This was the only chink in the docks’ tight security, the only hole in a wall that stretched for a couple of miles. I can’t imagine that the authorities didn’t know about it, but perhaps they felt it wise to turn a blind eye, or perhaps money changed hands with the security guards who regularly patrolled the wall.


This chink in the wall was a highway for smuggled goods, brought up under cover of darkness from the many foreign cargo ships and the bonded warehouses where all kinds of things often vanished, despite the sharp eyes of the customs men.


Going in the other direction, into the docks, were the ‘working girls’ heading for a night’s activity along the quaysides. If they were lucky they might be smuggled on board visiting ships, where the drinks would flow and the only language spoken was of love of a kind and money.


In the early mornings, we children would spot a queue of people staggering out from behind the ‘closed’ pub. Bleary-eyed customers who’d spent the night in the dark so as to avoid the passing polass, as the police were known. Girls with ruffled hair and smeared make-up, barefoot, with shoes in their hands, still reeling from their nights of excess. We thought they must be tired from having to climb the precariously steep steps in the dark. It was quite a hike down to the docks.


In those days all the men wore suit jackets and trousers every day, with flat caps and mufflers round their necks. It was like a uniform, and my dad was no different. Early every morning he would put on his cap and muffler and go to the shipyard gates in the hope of finding a day’s work. This meant getting a token from a foreman who wanted extra hands that day. After a full shift, if the foreman said you had done all right, you could take the token to the pay office and get cash in hand. This earned a man enough money to buy a decent meal for the family or to put a little in the gas meter, if you had one, with a bit of cash to spare.


The value of a token was such that occasional scraps would break out among the would-be labourers waiting at the gates. Sometimes an unscrupulous foreman would throw a couple of tokens on the ground and watch the ensuing fight. Dad had apparently turned to fisticuffs on several occasions and usually emerged triumphant, with a token and a couple of black eyes.


If there was no work he headed for the beach along with the other desperates to pick up the miniscule bits of copper and brass washed up from the yards. Picking for a whole day could produce a few ounces of metal, if you were very lucky. It was risky work, because it was illegal and the police would chase and arrest men caught on dock property.


At the end of the day any pickings were hurriedly taken along to the scrap yard for a ‘weigh-in’, and cash was paid on the spot. It was a long hard day’s work for no more than a few shillings, but enough for bread and milk or fish and chips, which was the cheapest meal available then.


I don’t know why my father didn’t have a full-time job, because there seemed to be plenty of work, even for unskilled labourers, in the industries that surrounded us. The wages weren’t high, but they would have been regular. Instead, my dad, along with a handful of other men from our neighbourhood, preferred to take his chances day by day.


Plenty of men in our neck of the woods loved a drink, and many wives were left complaining that the little money they had was squandered in the pub. My dad wasn’t one of these, as he preferred the horses and the pools. His dreams of riches led him to the bookie’s on many occasions, so more often than not our dinner was a pile of chips and the odd bit of fish, lying on old newspaper, in the middle of the table.


Mum never showed us her feelings as we boys downed our portion in seconds, but it must have been tough for her. I had rickets, through lack of nutrition, which meant the bones in my legs were too soft and my legs bent outwards with the weight of my body. The kids in the street would tease me and say I was born on a horse, or call me ‘Bandy legs’, the term used for all the kids with rickets – and there were plenty of us, though none of my brothers had it.


Rationing, introduced during the war, was still going on. Items such as sugar, sweets and tea were only just becoming available again between 1952 and 1953, and meat and bacon not until 1954. Not that it made a lot of difference to us, because we never had the money for these luxury items. We lived mostly on bread and chips. Fresh fruit and vegetables were almost unheard of.


One day when I was only three or four I was sent to the shops for a loaf of bread. Usually one of the older boys went, but for some reason they weren’t around, so I wandered up the cobbled street, heading for the corner shop, when what looked like an ice-cream van appeared at the end of the street and headed down towards me. Its big headlights looked like eyes and I thought they were looking at me. The van came closer and closer and I got a little frightened, so I crossed over to the other side to avoid it. It still seemed to be coming for me, so I ran back across the street, but I was convinced it was still after me.


I raced up the street, reached the shop and ran in. There were three or four women wearing long coats and headscarves, waiting at the counter for bread. Still terrified after my ordeal with the van, I panicked. I was afraid it would come to get me again and wanted to run home, so I went to the other end of the counter where there wasn’t anyone waiting. It just happened to be the sweet counter. I left the shop with a bar of chocolate, one of those Fry’s bars with all the little kids’ faces on the wrapping.


Well, the van didn’t get me, but Mum wasn’t too pleased and I was never sent to the shops again. As for my scary encounter with the van, apparently malnutrition was causing me to have hallucinations.


How my parents ended up living in such dire poverty is hard to say. My mother had certainly come from a very different background. It was said that her parents were very well off and owned a number of properties around the city as well as some apple orchards in Kent. They had two daughters, my mother and her sister Margaret, who married a ship’s captain. When my mother fell for my father, who was from the wrong side of town, her parents were outraged. Dad was a good-looking Jack-the-lad from a big family with a bad reputation. Mum’s parents threatened to cut her off if she married him, and they stuck to their word. As far as I know, she never heard from them again. It must have been very hard for her, but she loved Dad very much and was devoted to us boys, and if she had any regrets she buried them deep inside.


Soon after Brian was born, Mum became ill. She had to stay in bed a lot, and was very tired. We used to come in after playing out all day and jump on her bed and she’d laugh and tickle us. We didn’t know what was wrong; we just thought she’d get better and get up again. But Mum didn’t get better. She had cervical cancer. She was only twenty-eight years old, but it hadn’t been discovered until it was very advanced, and there was little available then in the way of treatment. So she suffered in silence, knowing that she would not recover, and no doubt worrying about what would happen to her children.


We boys, ignorant of what was going on around us, were happy as skylarks. We were adventurous, playful and full of life. Day after day I ran around in my dirty shorts and vest, barefoot, pot-bellied and bowlegged, with a big grin on my face.


One evening we came home after playing out all day and we knew something was different. Dad wouldn’t let us jump on Mum’s bed and a couple of aunties had turned up and were fussing around the room. Mum had tears in her eyes and she was saying something to us but I don’t remember what. I was four years old and had no idea what was going on.


Mum left us soon after that, and all went quiet. It’s as if time froze and my memories froze with it. I don’t remember a funeral or a family gathering to say goodbye. I was probably considered too young to attend. No one ever talked about that time again. Not Dad, or my older brothers, who must have remembered it more clearly, and not the aunties and uncles who came in and out. It was as if a dark cloud came over and hid the past from view, never to be spoken of again.


Dad managed as best he could. We boys played in the street while he went to look for work each day, and neighbours kept an eye on us. But one day, a few weeks later, everything changed.


It was one of those days when the dampness in the air made the cobbles look a shiny grey-blue. The street was full of the usual noises of children playing: the girls with their skipping songs and we boys playing ‘footy’ with an old tennis ball. Dad was at the shipyard gates, looking for a day’s work again, and Dad’s brother, Uncle Willie, who’d moved in with us, was down at the beach collecting scrap metal. Little Brian, who was still only two, was with a neighbour.


Suddenly an old black car with big headlights turned into the street. No one around our way had a car or for the most part even knew of someone who had a car, so this ranked as one of the great sights to be seen and we kids all stopped playing and stared. A car like that generally meant either bailiffs or police.


It trundled slowly up the street and we ran over to investigate. A middle-aged lady wearing a tweed suit and hard brown shoes stepped out of the car and began talking to the children, asking their names. She took a particular interest in my brothers and me and asked if we would like to have a ride in her car. We couldn’t believe our luck and jumped up and down, yelling, ‘Yes!’ For us it was like going into space for the first time. The other kids were shouting for a ride, but she said it could only take three. So Michael, George and I climbed into the back, wild with excitement.


We set off up the street at a slow pace. We were waving and shouting at our friends, who were running alongside, dead jealous of us. Then the car speeded up and left them behind. We left our maze of cobbled streets and travelled into a different world. We boys stared out of the window in amazement as we passed large houses and gardens, buses, cars, shops and well-dressed people with clean children.


We went up a long tree-lined hill with very large houses on either side until we reached the junction at the very top. Across the road stood the largest house of all, with a couple of towers rising up from the roof. It was surrounded by tall trees and a high wall with a large set of wooden gates at the entrance. We drove up to them and the lady honked the car-horn. An old man appeared and opened the gates and in we drove, as the gates were closed behind us.


By this time the three of us were beginning to get a little worried. What was this place? Our ride was supposed to end back at home. We sat in a row on the back seat, staring at the lady, as she turned and looked at us.


‘Come on, boys,’ she said. ‘Out you get. The ride is over.’
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Irene


My first home was in Deptford, a small area of Sunderland filled with neat streets of terraced houses, tucked in between a huge glassworks factory and the dockyards. When I was born, in October 1950, my parents already had three daughters – Joan, who was thirteen, Greta, who was ten, and three-year-old Pat. My father, Jimmy, was a crane driver for a local company that made mobile cranes. It was a skilled job and he made a reasonable wage, so we weren’t among the poorest families. But in those days, after so many houses had been bombed in the war and so few new ones had been built, there was a desperate shortage of housing, so even slightly better-off families like ours were only able to afford to rent one floor of a house.


We lived on the first floor of a large, mid-terrace house and reached our door via an entrance in the back lane and up a set of green wooden steps. The family who lived downstairs used the front door and we all shared an outside toilet in the back yard. We had a big kitchen, where we ate our meals and washed at the sink, a living room and two bedrooms, one for Mum and Dad and one for us girls.


Dad and Mum – who was also named Greta – had met when she was fifteen and he was three years older and in the army. Mum became pregnant and a hasty wedding was organised in June 1937, when my parents were sixteen and nineteen years old. It may have been a shotgun wedding, but my parents loved one another deeply. They settled down together and never looked back; theirs was a good, stable marriage.


Joan was born a few months after they married. It can’t have been easy for them, becoming parents so young, but Dad had work and they were able to rent the house in Deptford. Three years later Greta arrived, but by that time the war had begun and Dad had to enlist. He went away to fight, and Mum, still only nineteen, was left to manage with a toddler and a baby.


When Dad came home Pat was born, and three years later I arrived. I remember very little of those early days, but I know, from my sisters, that we were a normal, noisy, happy family. Mum stayed at home and looked after us girls, while Dad went out to work and came home in time for tea every evening.


I was just two when tragedy struck. My mother, still only thirty-one, was diagnosed with tuberculosis, or TB. This terrible disease of the lungs was very common then, and it was often a killer. Mum was taken to the TB wing of Ryhope Hospital, on the outskirts of town, where she stayed for many months. It must have been heartbreaking for her, isolated with the other TB patients, unable to be with her family, and becoming gradually weaker and sicker.


Dad was left to manage the family. Joan and Greta, then fifteen and twelve, were old enough to stay at home. They came in from school and did their homework, kept the house clean and cooked tea for Dad. But he couldn’t look after me and Pat. His sister, Aunt Jenny – who everyone called Aunt Jen – and her husband, Uncle Charlie, offered to take Pat but they couldn’t manage two of us, so I was put into care. It must have been hard for Dad to send me away, but he had little choice. And I imagine both he and Mum hoped against hope that she would get better and the family would come back together.


I was sent to a children’s home named Burdon Hall, on the outskirts of Sunderland. I was too young to remember how I got there, but the bewilderment of finding that my family had disappeared and I was in a strange place, with people and children I didn’t know, stayed with me for a long time. It was a scary and sad time.


Burdon Hall happened to be close to the hospital where Mum was. Just a few fields separated us. It was only many years later that I learned from Aunt Jen that on more than one occasion Mum had got up from her sickbed and trudged across those fields through the snow to see me. I don’t remember her visits, but it means a lot to me to know that she went to such lengths to be with me. Aunt Jen told me that after Mum’s visits I used to spend hours sitting in one of the bay windows of the home, staring in the direction Mum had come from; and one of my earliest memories is of a footprint in the snow.


Little over a year after becoming ill, Mum died. It was March 1954, two weeks before her thirty-third birthday. I didn’t know anything about it. But one day Dad came to collect me and said he was taking me home. I was so happy to see him and thought I was going back to the home I knew, and to Mum. But the house he took me to was a different one. While I had been away the family had moved into a brand new three-bedroom house on an estate called Pennywell. A huge building programme was underway, and all over the city families were being moved out of dilapidated, rundown homes into new housing with wonderful mod cons like inside toilets.


We were among the lucky ones, though to me, aged three and a half, the new house was a shock. Mum was gone, and so was Pat, who stayed with Aunt Jen and Uncle Charlie. Instead, Dad’s brother, Uncle Bob, had moved in. He was a tiny man with a big smile and bow legs that were a legacy of childhood rickets.


Dad never really got over Mum’s death. He was distraught and he never married again. Instead, he began drinking too much, burying his grief in the bottom of a bottle. So it was Uncle Bob who became our surrogate dad, taking over most of the parental duties and doing his best to look after us, while Dad struggled to cope with his grief.


I don’t remember much about that house, other than snuggling between my big sisters in the bedroom we all shared. I wasn’t there for more than a few weeks, because it soon became clear that Dad and Bob couldn’t keep me at home. They both had to go out to work, and so did Joan. Greta was still at school, so there was no one to look after me during the day.


Dad wanted us all to stay together, but he was in a state of grief and not really able to cope. Perhaps if he’d felt stronger he could have found someone to have me during the day, and brought Pat home too. But caring for small girls was beyond him, and much as Uncle Bob did his best to help, he couldn’t manage a small girl either, so when their sister Meg offered to take me, Dad reluctantly accepted.


Once again my things were packed and I was moved. I cried when I realised I was being taken from my sisters. I clung to Joan and begged to stay. I couldn’t understand it – why did I have to go to another place again? No explanation was offered. Dad simply picked up my bag, took my hand and off we went, with him pulling me, sobbing, along the street.


Aunt Meg and her daughter Kathleen, who had just turned sixteen, lived about a mile and a half from Pennywell, in a small corner house. As with so many homes in those days, the front door was in the back lane. The house was quite large, with three bedrooms upstairs and a very large room downstairs that served as living room, dining room and kitchen all in one. This room was very dark, lit only by a gas mantle in the centre of the ceiling, which gave out very little light. The only other sources of light were a small window that looked out into the back yard, and the fire.


The room had a large cast-iron coal range with a mantelpiece that took up the entire wall opposite the front door. There was usually a roaring fire blazing away, with an old, blackened kettle sitting on the coals. I used to watch, fascinated, as the steam gushed up the chimney when it boiled.


It couldn’t have been more different from the new house I had just left. But Meg and Kathleen were kind to me, and once I got used to the strangeness of yet another home, I settled down with them.


Meg was a hard-working, jolly woman who had a smile for everyone and would roll up her sleeves and get stuck into any job that needed doing, no matter how hard or dirty it was. She was small and plump, but her crowning glory was her lovely long black hair. Apparently it ran in the family; all her sisters had it, and so did Kathleen who, like her mum, was always jolly and fun to be with. Meg had a son and three daughters, of whom Kathleen was the youngest and the only one still living at home. I never did find out what had happened to Meg’s husband; it wasn’t something she ever talked about.


Meg was a wonderful cook and the smell of freshly baked bread often filled the house. I loved seeing her open the iron door of the oven with tea towels on her hands and slide out the bread tins. She would knock the bread, all brown and crusty on top, on to the large wooden table in the middle of the room and leave it to cool. Sometimes she would slice off a piece while it was still warm, and coat it with best butter before giving it to me. It tasted like heaven.


Even better was Meg’s mince and dumplings – a wonderful meal for a hungry little girl, with thick mince and dumplings the size of houses, all bubbling away in the pot. Meg would open the oven door to see if the tops of the dumplings were crispy as I hopped up and down, impatiently waiting for dinnertime.


Every few days or so, Meg would get out the big old pram she kept in the brick outhouse in the back yard, lift me into it and set off down to the coal yard which stood alongside the old railway line nearby. She would find the coalman in among the stacks of coal and coke, and he would shovel coal into a large scooped bucket on a weighing machine. Then Meg would lift me out and push the pram under the scoop. The coalman would tip the coal in, sending up a small cloud of black dust that left me with a sooty face if I stood too close. Once the coalman was paid we set off, sweating and panting as we pushed the now laden pram back up the hill to home, where the coal would be tipped into a bucket next to the fire.


Each week the tin bath was brought out and placed on the rug in front of the fireplace in the bedroom. The fire was lit, and the old metal kettle was filled with water and brought up from downstairs to be heated and then tipped into the bath. Meg and Kathleen would go up and down the stairs, refilling the kettle from the tap out in the back yard. It took an age but eventually the bath was filled. Kathleen would be first in, and then I would have my bath after her.


I shared Kathleen’s bedroom and slept in the cosy double bed with her. Snuggled up at night, we would watch the changing shapes and shadows on the ceiling from the flickering fire and Kathleen would tell me stories about princesses and fairies and wishes coming true. I loved those stories and wished I could be a princess whose wishes would be granted. I knew just what I would wish for – to be with my sisters and my dad and mum, all of us happy together.


But outside our bedroom, demons were lurking. Our window looked out across the main road, into the grounds of the dreaded Cottage Homes. There, Meg warned me, lived the naughty children who had little to eat and were beaten if they didn’t do as they were told. All the local mothers used to warn their children that if they didn’t behave they’d be sent there, so every child regarded the place with dread.


The grounds of the Homes were separated from the road by a long iron fence with spikes on the top. At the main entrance was a huge set of metal gates. I could hear them creaking every time they were opened, and the sound always filled me with fear. I used to sit at the bedroom window and look out at the spiked fence and the buildings beyond, determined to be good so that I wouldn’t be sent there.


One day, after I had been at Meg’s for a few months, there was a pounding on the front door. It scared me so much that I ran to hide. Then I heard my dad’s voice, talking to Meg. She answered him, and suddenly Dad’s voice became loud and angry. Meg spoke angrily too, and soon they were having a raging row. I could hear Dad demanding to take me home, while Meg told him he couldn’t look after me and I was best off staying with her. Dad tried to push his way in and Meg tried to bar his way. The two of them began to lash out at each other, while I cowered behind the table, terrified of the raised, angry voices. Pushing his way past Meg, Dad grabbed me by the arm and dragged me, sobbing with fright, out of the house and all the way back to Pennywell.


I didn’t understand why he was taking me, and why he was so angry. I hadn’t been able to say goodbye to Meg and Kathleen, or even get my things.


And so I found myself once again back at home. It seemed Dad had come to get me because Joan had agreed to give up her job to look after me during the day. I was happy to be with her and together we shopped, cleaned and cooked for the family. But Dad paid very little attention to me – or to any of us. He was drinking heavily and was almost always out of the house, at work and then in the pub. Uncle Bob would often argue with him about his neglect of us girls, and me in particular, but it never did any good.


One day Aunt Meg came to the door. I heard her asking Dad to let her take me back. But Dad was furious. There was another fight and Dad jammed Meg’s arm in the door and kept it there while she screamed and screamed. The sound was awful and I began crying and begged Joan to stop him, but she couldn’t do anything. Eventually he let Meg go. She left, and that was the last time I saw her for many years. I was very sad, because although I was happy to be at home with my sisters, Meg had been very kind to me.


In many ways it’s a pity Dad didn’t let Meg take me, because I felt safe and loved there. I imagine that, after their row, it was just stubborn pride that stopped him. As it was, when Joan had to return to work a few weeks later, Dad sent me to live with another of his brothers, Uncle Tom, and his wife Aunt Jane. Still just four, I arrived in my fifth home in two years: a two-roomed ground-floor flat in the Springwell area of town. Confused and unhappy, I nonetheless accepted the changes without complaint. What else could I do? Every time I came close to feeling settled, I was wrenched away and sent somewhere else. But I was never told when or why I was moving, and if I cried or showed how upset I was my feelings were ignored. So I learned to keep them hidden, and to be silent.


Uncle Tom and Aunt Jane’s son Ned, who was nineteen, had recently left home to get married, so it was just the two of them and me in their small home. They had no other children apart from a daughter who had died at birth.


The flat was small and gloomy. The main room was used as the sitting room, kitchen and dining room all in one. It had only one little window looking out into the back garden, so it was always rather dark. There was a gas cooker, a sink where I was given my weekly bath, a table with four wooden chairs, and two comfy chairs, one by the coal fire, where Tom would sit, the other nearby for Aunt Jane. I had to sit on one of the wooden chairs.


The second room was the bedroom. I was given a musty-smelling old bed-settee made of horsehair to sleep on, across the room from their bed. It was lumpy and uncomfortable and it smelled bad.


There was no warmth or cuddles from Uncle Tom and Aunt Jane. Both of them were stiff and distant and not given to demonstrations of affection. I was expected to do as I was told and keep out of the way as much as possible. They were often cross with me and made it plain that I was a burden.


I didn’t like it there. Always anxious to please, I tried hard to be good and to keep as quiet as possible, so as not to annoy them, but it seemed as if nothing I did was right. I used to lie in my horsehair bed and long to be in Meg’s motherly arms, or back home with my sisters.


Soon afterwards Uncle Tom told me that Dad had gone away, to London. I didn’t know where London was, or why Dad had left. First Mum had gone, and now Dad. And I couldn’t understand why Dad had taken me away from Meg, and then gone away so that I had to live with miserable Aunt Jane and Uncle Tom. No doubt Dad was finding it hard to cope without Mum, and perhaps he hoped to make some kind of new start. But he left his daughters high and dry. Joan was seventeen and she decided to marry her young man, Alan Smith, and Greta moved in with other relatives, while Pat stayed on with Aunt Jen and Uncle Charlie. But I was stuck where I was, with no hope of rescue.


Mealtimes were often an ordeal. While the food at Aunt Meg’s had been mouth-watering, the opposite was true at Aunt Jane’s. I dreaded Mondays most of all, because that’s when we had tripe for tea, with bread and butter. Tripe – the lining of a cow’s stomach – was the most revolting thing I had ever eaten. It was slithery and cold, and even the mug of hot tea I had with it didn’t help me to wash it down. I wasn’t a rebellious child, but eating that tripe was almost more than I could bear. I spent hours sitting at the table, struggling to swallow it, while Uncle Tom and Aunt Jane frowned and muttered about how ungrateful I was. By the time I’d finished I would be crying and feeling sick, and they would send me to the bedroom in disgrace.


Aunt Jane was only in her late thirties but, like many women then, she looked far older. She had a dumpy figure and straight grey hair pinned back with grips, and like most of the women round about she always wore a pinnie over her clothes. She was deaf and she carried a hearing aid with large batteries that she kept in the pocket of her pinnie, with a wire leading up to the bit plugged into her ear. She had a terrible problem with the controls and could never get them right even though she fiddled with them constantly. There was always a loud whistling noise coming from the earpiece, so she would often turn it off. But even when she had the hearing aid on, most of the time she couldn’t hear what anyone said and would often give answers that were completely unrelated to the questions she was asked, which caused some amusement. At night when she went to bed I could still hear the whistling, and Uncle Tom would wake up and shout, ‘Turn it off!’


She also had a condition that caused her to have seizures, which I found absolutely terrifying. With no warning she would begin to shake violently. She would fall on the floor and foam at the mouth, and her eyes would roll upwards in her head and stare at the ceiling. When this happened I would run and hide until the ‘normal’ Jane came back.


Luckily, most of the time these seizures happened at home, where Uncle Tom or a neighbour was on hand to help. But one day Aunt Jane had an attack as we were crossing a busy main road. To my horror she fell to the ground, shaking, in front of all the traffic. I had no idea what to do. Paralysed, I stood, horrified, watching her and praying for her to stop jerking and get up again.


Sadly, no one came to help her. Perhaps they thought she was drunk, but for whatever reason the traffic just stood still until she was able to move again. Poor Jane had been injured when she fell, and as she tried to get up there was blood pouring from her nose and her hand. This frightened me even more and I began sobbing; I had no idea what to do and kept looking around for someone to help. But eventually Aunt Jane crawled on to the grass verge, with me still crying and trying to help her up.


We were only about a hundred yards from the flat, but it took us a long time to get there. It was a neighbour who took Aunt Jane to the hospital, where they found she had broken her nose and her finger. She came home with her hand bandaged, and her face was black and blue for several weeks.


This incident shocked and frightened me so badly that afterwards I dreaded going anywhere with Aunt Jane, in case it happened again. It didn’t seem to deter her from carrying on as normal – or perhaps there was simply no choice – but whenever we went out I trailed along beside her, terrified that at any moment she would fall down again.


A few weeks after this I turned five and started at the local infant school. This meant fewer outings with Aunt Jane, which was a relief, but school brought with it a whole new set of problems.


Aunt Jane took me the first day, and after that I was expected to find my own way there and back. It wasn’t too hard to find the school; we could see it from our front door, and although I had to go through a few side streets to reach it, I soon learned the route. But unfortunately I hated school, from the first moment I got there. Nothing terrible happened – and the free lunch was a lot better than Aunt Jane’s food. But even the prospect of a hot meal each day wasn’t enough to make me like it. I found it overwhelming and scary, and as most of the changes in my life so far had been bad, I decided school was bad too.


I began telling Aunt Jane I felt sick. She would put me to bed and leave me all day, which was boring but still better than going to school. When Jane tired of my excuses and insisted I go to school, I began hiding in shop doorways. Whenever I saw a policeman coming I slipped out of sight, terrified I’d be caught and taken to the Cottage Homes.


Inevitably, after a few weeks of this my teachers and Aunt Jane caught on and made me go to school. And eventually I did settle there, helped by one of the teachers, who befriended me. She was kind and thoughtful and encouraged me to study, knowing that for a child like me it was a way out of all the hardship. I was always very poorly dressed, and now and then she would bring in a bag of second-hand clothes and give it to me at the end of the day to take home.


Eventually I got used to school, but life in my new home remained bleak. I was a small child living with two middle-aged people who didn’t really want me. I felt unloved and in the way. There were no other children to play with – our neighbours didn’t have children, and I couldn’t ask any other children home from school to the tiny flat. So I spent most of my time alone, wishing that Dad would come and get me again and take me back home.


The happiest times were my visits to my sisters. Joan had married and had a baby daughter, and sometimes she would call for me and take me to the little flat she and her family shared. Greta had also got married, to a lad called Ken who worked on the trains, and most Saturdays Uncle Tom would walk me the three or four miles to see her.


I loved these visits. Greta and Ken lived with his mother, Mrs Skinner, who always wore the same rusty-coloured cardigan when I visited. Their house was a lovely two-bedroom cottage, with a small sitting room at the front, which was rarely used, and a large kitchen and dining area at the back. The fire was always burning because it heated the water, and it always felt warm and cosy there. Mrs Skinner liked to bake, so the house always smelled of freshly baked bread. When I arrived she would clear the table and sit me down for a slice or two of her hot bread and best butter. Then later Greta would walk me to the Maws pie shop on Hylton Road and we would have hot pie and peas for dinner.


Uncle Bob came to see me too, and he’d take me out for the afternoon, usually on the train to Seaham Harbour to see my sister Pat. Bob was cheery and warm and we’d have a lovely time looking out of the train window, trying to spot cows and sheep. Then when we arrived at Aunt Jen’s she would hug me warmly and there would be cakes for tea. Those days were special.


I was so glad to see any of my family and longed for them to come more often. I missed Dad, and when Joan told me he had come back from London I hoped every day that he would come and get me. But when eventually he did come it was only for a visit. He seemed subdued, and there was no cuddle. He led me down the street and we spent the afternoon in the local pub, where he sat drinking pints while I sat beside him, wishing he wouldn’t take me back to Aunt Jane’s but not brave enough to say so.


After that Dad came to see me a handful of times. But his visits were rare, and there was never any suggestion that he would take me home, so I tried to resign myself to having to stay with Aunt Jane and Uncle Tom. I did my best to be good and obedient, largely because I was still afraid of ending up in the Cottage Homes, where Aunt Jane warned me I’d be heading if I misbehaved.
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