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To Molly











Bambi the Counter-revolutionary







The rumour went round the kids in the neighbourhood like a forest fire: Bambi would be coming to the Gaumont cinema in Oakfield Road. It was a brilliant piece of marketing. Every ten years or so the Disney organisation would relaunch their major cartoon movies so that a whole new generation of children became hysterical with anticipation. Whenever a group of us six-year-olds came together, in the playground at break-time or running around the streets after school, we imagined what the film would be like, conjecturing deliriously and inaccurately on the possible storyline. More than anything else there was some collective sense, some morphic resonance that told us all that seeing Bambi was going to be a defining moment in our young lives.


Usually I was at the centre of any wild speculation that was going on, dreaming up mad theories about the half-understood world – the year before, I had successfully convinced all the other kids that peas were a form of small insect. But on this occasion there was something lacking in the quality of my guesswork, a hesitation, an uncertainty which the others sensed, because for me, getting in to see Bambi was going to be a huge challenge. The lives of other children, when they were away from their families seemed to be entirely free from adult interference – there was a range of activities such as purchasing comics, seeing films, games of hide-and-seek and tag, buying and playing with toys, that were regarded by both sides as ‘kids’ things’. For my friends, going to see Bambi would simply mean their mum or dad buying them a ticket and then crossing over Oakfield Road to the cinema in a big, noisy gang. My life wasn’t like that. It was subject to all kinds of restrictions, caveats and provisos, both physical and ideological. I was never entirely sure what was going to be forbidden and what was going to be encouraged in our house, but I suspected that something as incredible as Bambi was certain to be on the prohibited list and I knew that if I was going to see this film it would be a complex affair requiring a great deal of subtle negotiation, possibly with a side order of screaming and crying.


It wasn’t just seeing the film, fantastic as that was likely to be, that obsessed me – it was that the whole event represented a dream not exactly of freedom but of equality. I had begun to suspect that we weren’t like other families. There were things we believed, things we did, that nobody else in the street did, things that inevitably marked me out as different. What I really longed for and what I thought going to the pictures to see Bambi would give me was a chance, for once, to be just one of the crowd. I was convinced that, by taking part in such a powerful cultural event as the first showing for a decade of this animation masterpiece, everything that was confusing about other people’s behaviour would become clear and all that was strange about my own would somehow magically vanish. I would be exactly like everyone else.


My parents needed to understand that they had to allow me to see Bambi! But they didn’t. Whatever pleas I made, whatever tantrums I threw, they steadfastly refused to let me go. They had two reasons. My parents disapproved of most of the products of Hollywood but they had a particular dislike for anything made by the Walt Disney company. ‘Uncle Walt’ had been an enthusiastic supporter of Senator Joseph McCarthy and his anti-Communist witch-hunts of the early 1950s, so they hated him for that. But even if he hadn’t been a semi-fascist they would still have had an aversion to his gaudy cartoons and sentimental wildlife films. More significantly in this case, my mother had the idea that I was a sensitive, delicate, artistic boy and she was worried that I would be distressed by the famously child-traumatising scene in which Bambi’s mother is killed by hunters in the forest.


Yet they didn’t wish to be cruel. They understood that I was missing out on seeing an important and culturally significant film, so as a consolation the three of us took the 26 bus into town to attend a screening of Sergei Eisenstein’s 1938 film Alexander Nevsky at Liverpool’s Unity Theatre. In Alexander Nevsky there are several scenes of ritualistic child sacrifice and a famous thirty-minute-long sequence set on a frozen lake beside the city of Novgorod in which Teutonic knights in rippling white robes, mounted on huge snorting metal-clad stallions, only their cruel eyes visible through the cross-shaped slits in their sinister helmets, charge the defending Russian soldiers across the ice-bound water. When they are halfway over, the weight of their armour causes the ice to crack and the knights tumble one by one into the freezing blackness. Desperately the men and their terrified, eye-rolling horses are dragged beneath the deadly water, leaving not a trace behind them.


As I sat in that smoky, beer-smelling room, stunned and disturbed by the flickering black and white images on the screen, it began to dawn on me that all my efforts to be one of the crowd, to be just like the other kids in the street, were doomed to failure. That no matter how hard I tried, I was always going to be the boy who saw Sergei Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky instead of Walt Disney’s Bambi.











Uncle Willy







My maternal grandfather, Alexander Mendelson, the shamas – a combination of caretaker and secretary – of the Crown Street Synagogue, died not knowing that his daughter was married to a non-Jew, was expecting a child, had joined the Communist Party and was living in a terraced house in Anfield at the opposite end of Liverpool. My mother experienced a great deal of conflict over not telling her father about her new life and her baby, but if a girl married out of the Jewish faith the common practice amongst devout families was to ‘sit shiva’ for them, to mount the week-long period of grief and mourning held for a dead relative and then to treat the errant daughter as if she was in fact dead. She may have wished to be open with her family, to tell them all about her new circle of friends, this new faith she had found and her new husband, but she convinced herself that it was safer to lie. My mother informed her parents that she was leaving the family home, also in Crown Street, and moving across to the other side of the city to, as she told them, ‘live in a flat’. Once the patriarch was dead she felt able to tell her mother, brother and sisters her true situation. It is a testament to their good nature, and perhaps a little to their fear of my mother’s furious temper, that they didn’t then cut her off.


My parents met in 1947 at a discussion group called the Liverpool Socialist Club which assembled for talks, debates and lectures of a left-wing nature at the Stork Hotel in Queen’s Square. Notions of social justice, equality and the communal ownership of the means of production were so fashionable that the owner of this smart city centre venue let them have the room for free, even though they were planning, at some point in the future, to take his hotel off him.


At the time of their marriage my father, Joe Sayle, was forty-three years old and my mother, Malka (also known as Molly) Mendelson, was thirty-two. Molly was the oldest child in a family of nine who lived in the heart of Liverpool’s poor Jewish quarter. Her mother had been born in the city, but her father was an immigrant who had fled Latvia, then under Russian jurisdiction, as a teenager fearing conscription into the tsarist army. During the nineteenth century the Russian authorities would sweep up any Jewish male, some as young as twelve, and not release them from military service for twenty-five years, when they would be dumped, worn out and confused and often thousands of miles away from their home.


According to Molly her father looked like a lot of the inhabitants of the Crown Street ghetto – men and women who had brought their way of life intact from the old country. His face was covered by a flowing black beard, and winter or summer he dressed in a long dusty coat and big black hat. Not one of my mother’s many sisters or her brother ever deviated the tiniest bit from the path laid down for them – they remained throughout their lives devout Jews, staying within the faith, unquestioning and placid. That life was never for Molly. Until she was eleven her father treated her, his first-born, like an equal, encouraging her to learn and to read, chatting to her about his activities during the day, Jewish law and life back in Russia. Once her brother was born, however, all the attention suddenly stopped: now he had a son, her father was only interested in talking to him. But by then her curiosity had been awakened.


Before the Second World War Molly had worked as a seamstress in the tailoring trade, then during the war she had been employed sewing flags for the armed forces – Union Jacks and Red Ensigns. But she left not long after VE Day following her involvement in an industrial dispute. When she met my father Molly was working at the Littlewood’s Pools company along with thousands of other women, combing through the weekly football coupons looking for people who had suddenly become rich. Molly was short-sighted and always wore glasses, had a head of luxuriant, bright red hair and, in one of her few acts of conventionality, a temper to go with it. She was capable of going from serene equanimity to incandescent rage in a split second.


As a small child, dressed in flannel shorts, socks, sandals and my best knitted tank-top, my glossy black hair slicked down with water, I would visit the house in Crown Street with my mother. I felt as if I too had been swept up by the tsarist authorities and dumped a thousand miles from home, because though it was only a bus ride away from our house, it seemed as if we had skipped backwards in time by a century or two. The Mendelson family home was a big, black building of three floors and a basement, up the road from the synagogue and next to a yard where my grandfather had operated as a coal merchant. The house appeared very bare, with large stretches of worn linoleum in the hall; everybody seemed as pale as a ghost, and there was always the smell of poor people’s soup. The only things that shone brightly were the oddly shaped religious artifacts on the sideboard, their polished brass flanks decorated with strange foreign writing that looked like it had come off the side of a flying saucer. During these calls it felt like we were visiting the embassy of a very poor and distant country – Molly and her five sisters always seemed to treat each other with remarkable brusqueness, as if my mother was applying for some sort of mining permit.


Like Molly/Malka, each of the sisters had both a Hebrew and an anglicised name, so I was always confused about exactly how many sisters there were and what they were called. Who was Rosie? Who was Ester? Was Celia the same woman as Kranie? She certainly looked the same, with identical waxy skin and a skittish manner, but then why did she have a different name? At least the only brother was simply called Uncle Monty.


During the day Monty worked in the kosher section of the big slaughterhouse in Smithdown Road, but in the evenings he was a cantor at the Fairfield Orthodox Synagogue where cruel children in the congregation would laugh at him behind his back because he gave his sermons, not in the normal Mittel-European of the old-world rabbi, but in the same flat, nasal Scouse/Jewish accent that all the Mendelsons had. It was an accent that was at its best when expressing distress, anger, anxiety or confusion. One dark autumn evening in Crown Street I wandered out into the back yard to find Uncle Monty sitting in a rough, temporary shed with a roof made out of palm leaves, eating two fried eggs with his hat on. I thought my uncle had decided to live like a castaway on a desert island, like you saw in cartoons – but in his own back yard, which seemed like a brilliant idea to me. Disappointingly, Molly told me on the bus home he was celebrating the feast of Sukkot, where just after Passover, extremely devout Jews recreate the open-air shelters  they’d built while wandering in the desert.


 


Perhaps that house on the edge of the city centre possessed an odd atmosphere not simply due to the Mendelsons’ religious exoticism but also because it sat at the direct epicentre of a network of bizarre, complex and mysterious underground tunnels. These subterranean passages form a labyrinth radiating out from Crown Street, covering a vast area and built during the early part of the nineteenth century under the direction of an eccentric businessman named Joseph Williamson. Brick-arched, they burrow beneath the entire neighbourhood with no clear plan, like the meanderings of a gigantic, deranged worm. The passages vary in size as frequently as they change direction, from the vast ‘banqueting hall’, about twenty-one metres long, eight metres wide and six metres high, to the ‘ordinary’ tunnels which are only just big enough for a man to walk upright in. Nobody knows for certain quite why Joseph Williamson built them. Some held that he was a member of a religious sect, and that the tunnels were built to provide refuge for himself and his fellows when the world ended. But the most likely explanation is that it was an unhinged scheme to give unemployed men something to do – an early attempt to alleviate the terrible suffering of the labouring masses. And so, in a way, it was. The inhabitants of Crown Street, such as the Mendelsons, would dig a hole in their back yard and tip all their rubbish in, rather than going to the trouble of putting it in the bin – as if it was the most natural thing in the world to have a network of secret passages underneath your house.


Sometimes I would be taken up to the attic where under the eaves lay a strange, wraith-like figure whose connection to the Mendelsons was unclear. This man with his long grey beard, thin bony arms and reedy voice was known as Uncle Willy, and he never left the big brass bed that he rested in. Monty told me, when I asked him what was wrong with Uncle Willy, that he had been attacked by a tiger in India – but even at the time I didn’t think that seemed likely. Still, I thought Uncle Willy must be really important to be allowed to stay in bed all day.


My father never came with us on these trips, and when we returned to Anfield our neighbourhood seemed extremely normal and dull. The most exotic thing about Anfield was us.











Little Maxim







Joe and Molly Sayle had their only child on 7 August 1952, the day that egg rationing finally came to an end. Joe wanted to call his son Joe, but Molly insisted that he was called Alexei – Alexei David Sayle. She named me partly because her father had been called Alexander, and partly because while pregnant she had been reading the works of Maxim Gorky. But that didn’t mean she wanted to call her child Maxim. That name was an alias used by the author to hide his true identity from the tsarist secret police. He was really Alexei Maximovich Peshkov, and so that’s what she called her only son – Alexei.


Although eggs might now be freely available, names remained firmly on the ration. In Liverpool in 1952 there were plenty of sturdy and serviceable British Stanleys and Colins and Davids and Freds and Jims and Philips being born, but there was only one Alexei David Sayle. And if being called Alexei didn’t make me feel special, as a back-up David, of course, was King of the Jews.


After going out together for three years my parents had got married in 1950, which came as a surprise to many. Nobody had ever expected Joe to marry, and when his family found out that his bride, who would be coming to live with them and taking over one of the downstairs living rooms, was Jewish they asked each other, ‘What will we eat? What will we eat?’


Joe had lived for many years in Tancred Road, Anfield, in a room at the very top of the house, with his stepmother and his niece Sylvia. When she came in from school Sylvia would often hear the sound of Joe tapping away on his typewriter. He had ambitions to be a proper writer, but the work he was doing was more mundane – reports for his trade union, the National Union of Railwaymen, or articles on transport for the Communist Party newspaper, the Daily Worker.


Joe’s father had been, like so many in Liverpool, a seaman. His mother, who came originally from Jersey, died when he was five. He was left with few memories of her – just a ghostly image of an unhappy woman in white gloves who refused to do any housework. Later the father remarried and Joe, along with his two brothers and three half-brothers, lived with their stepmother.


Though they moved a lot, the family mostly stayed within the Anfield area. Several of Joe’s brothers had jobs on the railways, and when he left school at fourteen he too went to work for the Cheshire Lines Company, which served Liverpool, Manchester, Lancashire and Cheshire. To work on the railways in the 1920s and 1930s was to be relatively fortunate. Unlike the docks or the building trade, where men were little more than slaves taken on from day to day, it was a steady job – as a railwayman you were part of a uniformed workforce with a solid sense of identity and represented by strong unions. At the top of the hierarchy were the engine drivers. I was taught to regard engine drivers with distrust, to see them as temperamental, arrogant men who took too much pride in mastering their snorting steam engines. The drivers’ union, ASLEF, was often in conflict with the NUR, which spoke for the rest of the workforce, the signalmen, porters, cleaners and guards. Joe was a goods guard, in charge of the cars that carried freight. He rode at the end of the train in his own little wooden wagon known as the brake van. When we watched American cowboy films on the TV they referred to this carriage, more excitingly, as the caboose. The brake van looked like a small Swiss chalet on wheels, a creosoted wooden shed made of planking with a narrow verandah at each end and a chimney poking out of the curved roof. A few times I rode with my father to mysterious-sounding destinations such as Stalybridge and Altrincham Junction. Inside his van there was a coke-burning, black pot-bellied stove that warmed the air with such ferocity that I would become sleepy and have to be taken out on to the gently rocking verandah, to be jolted awake by the cold air rushing by.


Joe’s main job was to keep a close eye on the freight wagons, either from his verandah or from a little projecting side window in each wall through which he could see the whole length of the train, and to apply the brakes manually in the event of an imminent disaster. If the train stopped on the line for some reason such as fog the guard had to walk back up the tracks placing explosive detonators on the rails to alert following trains. It seemed heroic work. In our family the guard was clearly the most important member of the train’s crew.


But it was the tools of Joe’s trade that really fascinated me. Each night he would come home and give me his leather satchel, which held a battered and scratched black paraffin lantern with red and green filters that could be placed over the clear glass lens to warn of danger or give the all-clear, a red and a green flag, squares of linen stitched to a thick wooden baton for the same purpose. In his waistcoat he carried a metallic-tasting whistle and a big fob watch like a miniature station clock.


The most important thing that came with my father’s job was free rail travel. Every railway worker and his family could go absolutely anywhere in Europe for twenty-five per cent of the normal fare, and they were in addition entitled to six free passes a year, which meant you could travel right up to the borders of the Soviet Union for nothing. All ferries – to Ireland, the Isle of Man, the Scottish Isles, across the Baltic and over the English Channel – were also included in the deal. A lot of those who worked on the trains didn’t seem to have the imagination or the desire to do more than make the odd free trip to Blackpool, but Joe enthusiastically took advantage of these concessions to roam across Europe. Sometimes he would do Communist Party work, attending labour conferences or helping volunteers for the International Brigades travel from neutral Ireland to fight for the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War, occasionally he would write articles on foreign affairs for the Communist Daily Worker, but often he would go abroad on his own, simply travelling and falling in with strangers.


As soon as they met, Joe invited Molly to join him on his travels – he loved showing her the world that she had never seen before. In 1947 they joined a group of my father’s friends, mostly couples, some married, some unmarried, all members of the same left-wing drama group – Unity Theatre. They had rented a villa together on the shores of Lake Como in northern Italy. This was extremely bohemian behaviour, associated more with groups of artists like the Bloomsburys than with railway workers. Working-class society remained extremely conservative, and unmarried couples did not go away to stay together in Italian villas – in many homes a girl risked social exclusion if she even talked to the postman without a chaperone. But then to outrage convention was part of the purpose of the holiday. Joe and Molly and their friends revelled in their difference, their love of foreign food and foreign wine and foreign ideas, and had little concern for what society thought.











Uncle Willy’s House







Unconventionally for working-class people at that time, and very unusually for left-wingers, once they were married my parents bought their own house. Just before I was born they acquired 5 Valley Road, Anfield, Liverpool 4 for the price of one thousand pounds. Molly borrowed two hundred pounds from bedridden Uncle Willy to make up the deposit – a sum which she never paid back. The terraced house in Anfield was not, however, the home she wanted. There had been another in the more sylvan setting of West Derby Village, but at the last minute she and Joe had been gazumped. So Valley Road was Molly’s second choice, and there persisted a sense that she regarded our little house with a degree of disappointment.


There was also something of a problem with the next-door neighbours at number 7, a family by the name of Blundell. According to Molly these quiet and self-effacing people had wanted our house for their own daughter to live in, but for some reason, perhaps due to the buying power of Uncle Willy’s two hundred pounds, we got it. Molly always felt that because of this they bitterly resented us. This might not have mattered if the two houses hadn’t shared a water pipe, so that the Blundells were able, if they so wished, to interfere with the flow to our home. My mother was convinced that they would turn off our supply from time to time – in fact she was certain that they somehow knew when she was preparing a bottle of baby formula and would choose that exact moment to strike. One of my first memories is of my mother at the kitchen window screaming over the back yard wall at the neighbours that her child was dying of hunger because they had cut off our water supply.


 


We lived two miles from the docks in one of the world’s greatest ports, ‘Liverpool that terrible city whose main street is the ocean’, as the novelist Malcolm Lowry described it. A sense of the sea and of infinite horizons was pervasive, though I don’t remember anybody actually remarking on it – no one ever said, ‘Don’t you find a sense of the sea and of infinite horizons is always pervasive?’ There always seemed to be a parrot or a terrified monkey which had escaped from some seafarer’s house that needed to be chased up and down the back entries by a gaggle of over-excited kids, and sometimes you might see a ‘Cunard Yank’, a seaman who worked on the North Atlantic run, operating the great liners that ploughed the grey seas between Liverpool and the United States. He would be easy to spot, dressed as he was in the bright blue, yellow or red beebop, zoot suit with handpainted tie that he had bought in a clothes shop in Harlem, Galveston or one of the Mexican barrios of Los Angeles.


Oakfield Road was the main shopping thoroughfare of our neighbourhood and Valley Road, the street we lived on, ran off it at a right-angle. While you could go from one day to the next without a motor vehicle going down our street my parents, particularly my mother, were convinced that Oakfield Road was a continuous stream of thundering traffic that would mow a delicate child like me down as soon as he stepped off the pavement, so I was forbidden to cross it on my own. There was certainly some traffic. Highly polished steam lorries in the blue and gold livery of the Tate and Lyle company chuffed up and down, travelling from the refinery near the docks to the toffee factory where Uncle Joe’s Mintballs were made, white clouds of smoke streaming from their chimneys. There were freighters in the dark green of British Road Services pulled by their own strange three-wheeled Scammell tractor units. Buses too, of course: the numbers 26 and 27 in smart green and cream Corporation livery, their destination boards both showing ‘Sheil Road Circular’, ran in a loop in and out of the town centre. Apart from that, though, you could set up a fruit stall in the middle of Oakfield Road and only have to move it a couple of times an hour. This was another reason why I had wanted to go and see Bambi with a gang of kids from the street – it would have been the first time I had crossed over to the other side of Oakfield Road without my mum or dad.


Over Oakfield Road, everything seemed better and more enticing. There was a toy shop called Fleming’s with all kinds of colourful stuff stacked up to the ceiling – footballs, puppets, dolls, toy guns and teddy bears. There was a delicatessen run by two men both of whom appeared to be called Dickie, equipped with a giant chromed meat slicer whose spinning, razor-sharp wheel reduced stocky salamis and burly hams to tame, paper-thin slices. Further along the parade there was a cave-like general store which seemed like it had been transported from the American Wild West and sold paraffin, sacks of seeds and slabs of pet food in jelly that you purchased wrapped in newspaper that became damp and evil-smelling by the time you got it home. A large branch of the Co-operative store, three storeys high, dominated the smaller shops. Inside there were separate meat and dairy counters, and people’s change went zinging around in brass cylinders suspended on wires above the shoppers’ heads as if their money was travelling about by cable car at a ski resort. And next to the Co-op stood my objective, the Art Deco Gaumont cinema, part Egyptian, part Aztec, part brick blockhouse, the current film displayed on a neon-lit awning above the doors, coming attractions advertised by lurid posters along the face of the building and the crowds managed by a uniformed commissionaire dressed like he was a soldier in a very neat war.


The shops on our side of Oakfield Road, shops that I was free to visit on my own, seemed dull and tawdry by comparison. There were only two that I was even mildly interested in: the newsagent’s where I went to get my comics and the women’s clothing shop on the corner of our street. Behind the dusty plate glass of this emporium there were arranged the strange items of underwear women wore beneath their dresses – flesh-coloured foundation garments adorned with hooks, clasps and straps like the uniforms of some sort of bizarre paratrooper regiment. These items of intimate apparel were displayed on female torsos made of pink plaster, torsos that had truncated stumps where their arms, legs and heads should have been, as if they had been modelled on the victims of a pre-war railway trunk murder. When I got a bit older this window provoked some very complicated feelings in me.


 


In Valley Road, even a kid like me with an overly anxious mother was free to run semi-wild. All the children played out in the street during daylight hours, swinging from the gaslamps that stood like watchtowers every twenty yards along the pavement. The children of the street – the Noakeses, the Haggarty girls – came to our house to play with toys and I went to theirs, even if we were having a feud with their family. We ran in and out of the identical yellow brick terraced houses, jumped on and off the low front walls and played the same street games that children had played for hundreds of years.


One of the differences between me and the other kids, which I was highly appreciative of, was that as an indulged only child I was not required to do much around the house. I heard horror stories from my friends about being asked to wash the dishes, tidy up their bedroom or polish their own shoes. Sometimes even I would be sent to the dairy at the opposite end of Valley Road to ‘get the messages’. Resentfully I had to walk right to the other end of the street, a journey of over three hundred yards, then hand over money and a note and return with milk or butter from the white-tiled shop. Occupying an awkward triangular site the dairy, unlike the terraced houses, was built of red brick and through its frosted glass windows you could dimly see the hindquarters of the cows shifting uneasily, lined up facing away from you as if they were watching a football match.











Cinzano, Comrade Khrushchev?







We got a telephone quite early on. I can still remember the number: ANF (for Anfield) 7874. But unfortunately, due to a shortage of lines we were at first forced to accept something called a party line, which meant you were essentially sharing with another subscriber. There were several disadvantages to this arrangement: true, the joint subscribers were charged less for the line rental, but if the other ‘party’ was using the phone then you couldn’t make a call, and while it meant you could listen in to their conversations they could also listen to yours. You would lift up the telephone only to find your neighbour was already on it talking at great length about their hernia operation, and then you would have to wait and keep lifting the phone until it was free. Of course, in our case the other party were the long-suffering people at number 7. We weren’t that bothered about them listening in to our conversations since we believed as a matter of course that our phone was tapped by the security services. I was taught from an early age to maintain rigorous telephone security, never to use real names or give specific times, locations or details of meetings. This sometimes meant that me, Molly and Joe went to places where we thought we had arranged to meet people, only to find that they weren’t there.


But just as with the shared water supply, Molly was convinced that the neighbours somehow knew when we wanted to make a call and would choose that exact moment to ring their aunty in Shrewsbury. This time, however, she didn’t have to shout over the back yard wall to make her feelings clear – she could do it right in next door’s ear, at high volume. So we were supplied with our own private line remarkably quickly, at a time when you could often wait years for one. 


It still wasn’t easy to make a call, though, because in our house vital phone numbers were stored in an arbitrary number of locations. At the same time as the phone arrived we had bought a device, an arrangement of alphabeticised pages inside a spring-loaded plastic box, where by sliding a toggle to, say, the letter C you would get all the people you knew whose name began with the letter C. Provided, of course, that you had written their name and phone number down on that page in the first place. Unfortunately, if they were in there at all most numbers were written on pages that bore no relation to the surname of the person they were attached to, so the Smiths would be under N and the Noakeses under XYZ. More than that, though, Molly tended to store the majority of vital numbers in any location other than our spring-loaded phone book. The most popular places, apart from random scraps of paper that blew around the living room, were the pages of defunct NUR diaries. If you urgently wanted to find the number of Anfield Road Junior School, Auntie Dorothy or the doctor, for instance, you had to know to look under 27 April 1954 (Anzac Day Holiday, Australia).


 


Apart from the odd overheard phone call we had no clear idea what the neighbours thought, but this didn’t stop us making a number of assumptions. One area where we were convinced our life was superior to anybody else’s in the street was in the food we ate. The tastebuds of most British people had been destroyed by six years of war and another eight years of rationing, so to the neighbours food had become fuel, plain and simple, to be shovelled down the gullet without ever being tasted.


In our house we basked in the fact that we enjoyed our meals – our dinners were healthy and delicious, not the boiled stodge that everybody else ate. Molly cooked chicken soup and matzo balls, gefilte fish, salmon cutlets and roast lamb. One year we had a goose for Christmas, though it wasn’t really a success. At lunchtime on a hot summer Sunday in Anfield Molly would say proudly, ‘Look! Everybody else in the street’s eating roast beef, roast potatoes and horrible gravy. But We’re Having a Salad.’


The telephone with the almost empty phone book beside it sat on a sort of shelf in the front sitting room balanced on a most enigmatic piece of furniture. It was a substantial thing, a highly polished mahogany cabinet with glass cupboards at either end, and in the top half of the centre section there was a fold-down writing desk with a secret compartment where precious papers were stored. In the lower half the flat front pulled out to reveal a drinks trolley on castors with holders for your bottles of Cinzano, Advocaat and Crème de Menthe. It had castors so you could take it round the room on the off-chance that the Lord Mayor or, in our case, Nikita Khrushchev ever came round for cocktails. As far as I knew, it was called a ‘Secatrol’. My mother would say, ‘Lexi, go and get some glasses out of the Secatrol’, or ‘I think I left my copy of Maxim Gorky’s My Universities on top of the Secatrol.’ I presumed that everybody had one. A kid in the street would say, ‘I’ve lost my mittens’ and I’d suggest, ‘Perhaps you left them in your Secatrol’ – I assumed this might be the case since ours was always swallowing vital documents and never returning them. After being met with complete incomprehension I was forced to ask my mother about our mysterious cabinet. She told me that it had been bought from the Co-op in 1951 when furniture rationing was still in place. The make-do-and-mend mind-set of the period meant that it was more or less illegal to sell domestic furniture and people were expected to manage with what they had, but if an item could be categorised as being of use in an office and thus part of the export drive then it could be sold. So our cabinet was supposed to be an article of furniture for the workplace – the ‘Sec’ bit was meant to refer to ‘secretary’ while the ‘trol’ came from ‘trolley’. In theory somebody’s secretary was meant to work at our drinks cabinet, her knees banging against a trolley full of Martini Rosso. As my mother told me about our drinks cabinet I thought that even our furniture had a secret identity and was not what it pretended to be. It remains a mystery as to why my parents felt the first item of furniture they should buy was a gigantic multi-purpose cabinet rather than, say, some comfortable chairs.











In the Front Room







Our house had been built in the late nineteenth century exactly for the type of man Joe was – skilled or semi-skilled working class who kept the freight flowing to and from the docks. It was one level up from the poorest style of terraced house meant for the most impecunious type of family, the kind that faced directly on to the street and had a door that opened straight into the front room. 5 Valley Road had a low front wall behind which was the canted bay window of the front sitting room and an unruly privet bush. A narrow corridor led from the front door to a back living room with the kitchen off it. Below ground was a coal cellar, and on the second floor three bedrooms. Most houses still had an outside toilet in the back yard, but ours had been connected to the rest of the house by demolishing the wall between it and the tiny bathroom that led off the living room. Our stone-flagged back yard had a rockery with alpine flowers dating from the previous owners that Joe tore up and then lost interest in, so it remained a pile of rocks, and a wooden door that led to the narrow cobbled back entry. My bedroom was the small rear room next to my parents’, from which I could look out on the back entry and the long back wall that ran the length of the street and acted as a sort of Ho Chi Minh Trail for cats.


When I was four years old I got my own adult-sized single bed, bought inevitably from the Co-op. It had a conventional metal frame with springs, a mattress mounted on these springs and a wooden headboard that, in a rare moment of innovation, had had a little side shelf built into it. The headboard flexed with any movement of the bed frame so that when you got into it or even turned over everything on the shelf fell off on to the floor. I never fully accepted that every time I put something on the shelf it would eventually fall off, so I persisted in using the shelf for glasses of water, fragile toys, pens, pencils and books, and so for years, indeed until I left home, my sleep was accompanied by the gentle sound of things smashing on to the unforgiving linoleum.


 


Quite early on, when I was a bit too young for it really, I got a toy train set – it seemed like an act of solidarity with the railways that I should have one. It was a Hornby Dublo three-rail set-up. At that time there was an ideological war going on between supporters of two-rail and three-rail model railways. I don’t know why we opted for three-rail, but I do know that the set I was given was a goods train with an exact replica of my dad’s brake van at the end of it. Maybe the two-rail people didn’t do goods trains, or they might have been considered fascists by my parents, perhaps for some reason connected with their behaviour during the Spanish Civil War. Maybe they had supplied toy trains to Franco’s forces. Sometimes you never knew.


I played with my Hornby Dublo happily enough but never expanded it much from the basic layout. I never felt the need. To me the world outside our front door, the world of 1950s’ Liverpool, embodied all those qualities that others found in train sets – a sense of order, a sense of perfection, the feeling that things would remain as they were for ever. In the mornings most of the men went off to work. Joe worked shifts, so sometimes he would be sleeping or coming home when the others were going out, but there were plenty like him and that only added to the general sense of bustle and ordered endeavour. The fathers in our street worked in the building trades, clerked in insurance offices or stood behind the counter in banks, while others attended to the production lines of the modern factories springing up on the edges of the city. Buses and trams and electric trains took them from our street to the workplace, or else they walked or rode black bicycles with rod brakes and creaking leather saddles, and a very few got rides in cars. After they had seen the men go off to work the mothers did the housework and then took their children to the verdant parks dotted with freshly painted shelters, palm houses, floral clocks, boating lakes and open air theatres where there were concerts and Punch and Judy shows in the summer. The city’s streets were lined with shops right into the city centre where they were replaced by massive mercantile buildings. All along the river the docks teemed with shipping – cargo boats and giant liners bound for the USA and South America, West Africa and the Isle of Man, while green and cream ferries bobbed back and forth across the river, and green and cream electric trains ran in tunnels beneath it and sometimes me and Joe would lay out my small circle of track in the front room and solemnly watch the train go round and round, a faint, acrid smell of lightning coming from the transformer which brought power from the mains. The front or ‘sitting rooms’ of most of the houses in the street were reserved for sombre occasions such as this and therefore most of the front rooms in the street went unused for the majority of the year, kept only ‘for best’ – ‘best’ being a euphemism for a visit from somebody unpleasant such as the vicar, the police, the doctor or relatives that you didn’t like much.


Ours got more traffic, because apart from the phone and the Secatrol this was where Joe’s books were kept. My father seemed to have given up buying books once he had a family, as if this was something only bachelors did, because the hundred or so volumes housed in two wooden bookcases in the front room all dated from before the war and provided a vivid picture of the life of a working-class radical of the 1930s. Though Joe never got to speak much about what he felt even in the brief silences when Molly wasn’t shouting at the neighbours, these books were like geological rock strata that revealed the evolving layers of his personality. There was a burning curiosity about the future, represented by the collected works of H.G. Wells in a uniform edition. There was an interest in the mind: An Outline to Psychology and the works of Emile Coué, the French psychologist and pharmacist who believed you could cure yourself of illness and depression by saying every morning and evening, ‘Every day, in every way, I’m getting better and better.’ There were hints of another life in that many of the books seemed to be gifts from women, with inscriptions like ‘Merry Christmas for 1946 from Betty’. And there was the closest thing we had to a religious object, the book that had made Joe a Communist – Jack London’s The Iron Heel.


When he was still a teenager, Joe had taken part in the General Strike called by the Trades Union Congress on 3 May 1926 ‘in defence of miners’ wages and hours’. But though the railwaymen and the dockers brought the country to a total halt, elements in their unions, the TUC and the Labour Party were always fearful of revolution and so, nine days after it began, the TUC General Council visited 10 Downing Street to announce their decision to call off the strike. The miners fought on alone for many months before going back to work on worse terms than before. For just over a week it must have seemed like a revolution was indeed possible. In Joe’s part of the world warships hovered in the Mersey, their guns trained on the city, troops camped in the gardens outside St George’s Hall, while a Council of Action, a sort of primitive People’s Soviet, controlled the day-to-day activities of the strike. Over the other side of the river in Birkenhead, a group of strikers attacked the trams and brought them to a halt. Despite the odd fight with the police, by and large throughout those nine days the strike remained solid on Merseyside. Then suddenly it was all over and things went back to the way they were, only now poisoned by a brief glimpse of what might have been.


I don’t think I ever heard the story of Joe’s conversion to Communism from him but rather it came from Molly, who would relate formative incidents from my father’s life, when he wasn’t there, as if she was his official biographer. So Joe might have remained simply a left-wing-inclined trade unionist if he hadn’t, at the height of his anger and shame over the collapse of the General Strike, encountered a book written twenty years before which seemed to predict exactly how the dispute would collapse and the terrible fate which awaited the working-class when it did.


Jack London was an extremely popular writer known for his action-packed tales of the wilderness, gold prospecting, wild animals and the high seas – novels such as The Call of the Wild, White Fang and The Sea Wolf. But the futuristic Iron Heel was something entirely different, and at first Joe was stunned simply by the form it took. The book is supposedly written by an academic, Anthony Meredith, in the year 419 BOM (Brotherhood of Man), which is around ad 2600 in our time. Professor Meredith’s book is a commentary on the ‘Everhard Manuscript’, ‘ancient’ documents written by a woman called Avis Everhard and hidden by her in the year 1933 only to be discovered centuries later. Avis is the leader of a resistance movement fighting a giant capitalist oligarchy – the eponymous Iron Heel which rules huge parts of the planet. The manuscript itself covers the years from 1912 to 1932 and details the rise of the Iron Heel, the failed First Revolt against it and preparations for the Second Revolt. The manuscript ends with Avis certain that the revolution will succeed but with the reader being aware that, from the historical perspective of the professor in 419 BOM, it was in fact betrayed. In the Second Revolt the revolutionaries are crushed and the capitalist tyranny endures for centuries more.


Joe was spellbound by the sheer cleverness of it: to write a book that worked on so many different levels, to comment on the real world of the present by writing about an imaginary future, to evoke the poignancy of Avis’s hopes for the revolution through the reader knowing things that she could not, such as that the uprising fails and she is killed, all seemed astonishing to him. Joe was particularly responsive to the way in which Jack London, a self-educated working-class man like himself, mocked overly intellectual scholars such as Professor Meredith by having the academic get details of life in the early twentieth century completely wrong.


In the world of The Iron Heel workers in certain essential industries such as steel and the railways are bought off, allowed a sort of favoured status which brings with it decent wages, adequate housing and reasonable education for their children while the rest of the working masses are left to face centuries of grinding poverty and exploitation simply because in a crisis the treacherous and corrupt union leaders side with the authorities.
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