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Foreword










A friend asked me if I was using people’s real names. There was a note of warning in his voice. ‘What if they get upset?’




It did concern me. I contemplated replacing each one with a pseudonym just to be on the safe side, but where would it all end? The temptation would then be to change facts to suit. And to embroider a bit. Could I actually make it more of a novel? It was an attractive proposition. I could spice it up a bit then. But having written one volume of memoirs – Trowel and Error – in which people appeared under their real names, it seemed somehow dishonest to suddenly go all coy and call them something else.




I don’t think there is anything libellous here, though a few school friends might not always see things quite the way I did. I hope they’ll forgive me. My memories of them may well have been coloured by the passing of time in pretty much the same way as their memories of me. Only where the use of a real name would have caused genuine embarrassment and discomfort have I changed it, and even then, very rarely.




My English teacher, Miss Weatherall, who turned eighty this year and about whom I was not especially kind in Trowel and Error, wrote to thank me for the birthday card I sent her, and at the same time admonished me for what she perceived as inaccuracies in my reporting of events. She said that the only reason she didn’t sue me was that I could afford to lose and she couldn’t. While not entirely agreeing with her sentiments, I appreciate her generosity of spirit and hope that other people I encountered in my childhood will be similarly forbearing. As Dame Edith Sitwell remarked, ‘There is no truth, only points of view.’




This book is not strictly chronological, and neither is it a detailed memoir like Trowel and Error. It is more a series of tales from childhood. The occurrences described all took place, though in the interests of a smooth narrative I have occasionally compressed a series of events or arranged them in a different order. It is a relatively gentle read of a relatively gentle Yorkshire childhood in the 1950s. It is not overly peppered with ‘Si thee’s and ‘Wee’r’s ta goin’?’s by way of giving it local colour. My parents were both Yorkshire born and bred, but they resented any implication that it somehow meant that they had to speak only in the local dialect. My dad did indeed say ‘Y’alreet?’ when enquiring after a friend’s health and ‘Na then’ when passing someone in the street, but he would not have said either on meeting the Queen or to a lady ‘up the Grove’ whose lavatory he was repairing. Both my sister and I have Yorkshire accents (my vowels now rather more rounded than hers after thirty-odd years ‘down South’), but we were not allowed to use bad grammar. Much as it might make for a more interesting read, I can’t claim that we suffered extreme poverty or, at the other end of the scale, great privileges. I was not born into a persecuted minority, nor was I neglected or abused – apart from the odd clip round the ear.






Mum and Dad were ordinary working class when it came to their position on the social scale, but extraordinary when it came to their effect on my sister and me. I don’t think any children could have been, in turn, more devoted to, influenced by, exasperated by, loved and better served by a plumber and his wife who quietly got on with their lives and gave their children a chance to get on with theirs in whatever way they chose – provided they knew where we were, what we were doing and who we were doing it with.




There were rules; there were standards, but there was no hint of snobbery or social climbing – apart from my mother’s inherent dislike of ITV (common) and the belief that certain things were ‘not nice’ – and my sister and I were brought up to believe in such hackneyed principles as ‘Do as you would be done by’ and ‘If you can’t say anything nice about somebody, then don’t say anything at all’. This last maxim wasn’t always adhered to by my mum, but then another of her favourites was ‘It’s do as I say, not do as I do’.




She was a woman of unaccountable prejudices. She adored the doctor, tripe and vinegar, and a drop of Bell’s Scotch whisky. She disliked Geordies, flirty women (being one herself), chewing gum and cream soda. But in spite of her little foibles, she was a good mother and, by today’s standards, relatively strict.




She didn’t, I hope, turn us into little goody-goodies. But along with my dad – the quieter of the two in that classic way of many Yorkshire couples – she did, somehow, give us a fairly optimistic outlook on life, and imbued us with a sense of responsibility for those around us. Not in a relentlessly holier-than-thou way, but in that ‘Get on with it and stop making a fuss’ way that prevailed in the 1950s.




We were never encouraged to think that we were better than anybody else. If anything, we were taught that we were just the same. The most important thing in life seemed to be to blend in and get on with everybody, and I suppose that’s what I’ve spent the rest of my life doing. Blending in.




I don’t think these are sentiments that were confined to our household, though I do, from time to time, encounter people who look at me as though I’m from another planet.




Judge for yourself.






















 














In terms of bodily constitution I don’t suppose it makes a ha’p’orth of difference where you are born, but I’m glad that I took my first breath of air on the moors. It was in a stone-built maternity home called St Winifred’s. I’d like to think she was the patron saint of children – or gardeners – but she wasn’t. They get St Nicholas and St Fiacre respectively. The Oxford Dictionary of Saints only offers St Winefride, a Welsh virgin, and there weren’t many of those in Ilkley. The building stands by the paddling pool on the very edge of the moor at the top of Wells Road. It’s a block of flats now, but before it was even a maternity home, it was a private house, and Charles Darwin was staying there when he heard from his publisher that The Origin of Species was a commercial success. Or so I heard. It’s the kind of fact that I’d like to believe.




I was born at nine o’clock in the evening on 2 May 1949 to Alan (plumber of this parish) and Bessie Titchmarsh (née Hardisty) in a heatwave, and my mum had a bit of a struggle. ‘I almost burst a blood vessel,’ she would say confidentially when pressed for details. They clearly decided that one child was enough, until time had healed the wound. That would account for the fact that my sister, Kath, arrived almost five years later, so for the toddling years I was on my own.






















Early On










‘Now look what you’ve done. You’ve made him cry.’




I wish that the first words I remember hearing had been more positive. Less suggestive of an oversensitive nature. They were spoken by my maternal grandmother, Kitty Hardisty, and directed at my mum. We were in Grandma’s sitting room at 46 Ash Grove. The one that was never used. The one with the glass domes of stuffed birds and the crystal lustre candlesticks on the mantelpiece. I can’t have been very old. One and a half, maybe two. And it can’t have been that difficult to have made me cry.




My mum wasn’t naturally cruel. Strict, yes, but not cruel, and I can only guess that it was the sound of raised voices that moved me to tears. Some trivial family disagreement. Whether to have chops or fish for tea. Nothing more. But then I’ve never been good with raised voices, especially from those close to me.




And that’s about the extent of my mistreatment as a child. A few raised voices. Those and a couple of swipes on the bum with a whalebone hairbrush, after which Dad would have to go out into the garden for a cigarette, racked with guilt.




It took him days to get over it, my mother told me later. It probably took me rather less.




I read of other writers’ early lives with just a tinge of envy – all those drunken fathers and irresponsible mothers; of children deserted or repressed. I don’t for one fleeting moment wish I’d shared their lot, neither am I unsympathetic to their plight, but it does impart a certain cathartic quality to their writing that I suppose mine lacks.




I am not naturally pessimistic. Whenever I’m asked, by some newspaper interviewer, what is the worst thing that’s ever happened to me, my mind goes blank. I can never think of anything that might be acceptable, except for the loss of my parents, and that seems far too heavy for their needs. Most of the ‘little local difficulties’ along the way I’ve expunged from my memory. It seems more rewarding to save space for happier recollections.




I’m also deeply influenced by the traditional northern ethic that ‘There’s always somebody worse off than yourself’; I’ve been happy to espouse this in the sure and certain belief that if I do think I’m having a rough time and complain about it, then the hand of fate will be happy to prove to me that if I think this is bad, just wait until I see what’s round the corner.




Maybe I’m too secretive to admit to being unhappy. Or too thick-skinned to have been deeply affected by misfortune. The latter I know to be untrue, the former I’m nervous of admitting, but I know that I do have a tendency to make the best of a bad job, to avoid complaining (except to my most intimate friends) and to put a brave face on it.




Does this make me dishonest? Or shallow? Is it better to dissect bitter feelings and lay them bare for the benefit of others than to soldier on and forget they ever happened? Not in my case.




But there I can blame my mother again. At the end of her life, her mobility curbed by arthritis, her once-beautiful hands swollen and deformed and most of her body gripped by pain, she would answer the question ‘How are you?’ with a single word: ‘Fine.’






And I suppose most of us are ‘fine’. A bit battered by this and that. A bit bruised. A bit odd. But basically fine. And growing up in a pleasant town in the Yorkshire Dales in the 1950s was, for a child who liked to be out of doors, the best of all possible worlds.




Not that it was without incident, or occasional tragedy. But that’s growing up. And growing up, even in the best of all possible worlds, is a confusing thing to have to do.






























 














I was given my father’s name at my christening – Alan – as well as my paternal grandfather’s – Fred – but to avoid confusion at home, where there were now two Alans, I was known as ‘Sparrow’ by my mum and ‘Algy’ by my dad. Later on, when I was of an age to read The Eagle, Dad would call me ‘Digby’ or ‘Dig’ – after Dan Dare’s sidekick. My sister calls me ‘Ala’. Always has.




Things could have been very different. My mother favoured the name Rodney until put off by the doctor: ‘For God’s sake, don’t call him that.’ She adjusted it to Robin, but when I was born she was clearly overtaken by a wave of sentiment and called me after my dad.




My mum had no sympathy when I complained that the name Alan led to me being confused with my father, and that Fred was a rotten middle name that everyone poked fun at. She hated her own name, Bessie, saying that it was only ever given to cows and fire engines. Her family called her ‘Bet’. Dad called her ‘Beff’. Always.






























The Outsider










I seemed always to be out of doors, and if not actually under the sky, then certainly within spitting distance of it. Mum always had the back door open, come rain or shine. Nowadays it would be called claustrophobia, but throughout her life she would have none of that and put it down to the fact that ‘I can’t do with being fast’, meaning that she couldn’t bear to feel that she was enclosed. Which is called claustrophobia.




There wasn’t a lot of sky where we lived, not compared with East Anglia. Apart from the terraced houses, which got in the way, if you looked to the south, you would see the moors rising upwards – green in spring, purple in summer and brown in winter – and to the north Middleton Woods. The River Wharfe ran between them in the bottom of the valley.




In all but the worst of weathers, my massive pram would be parked outside the back door; the door that in summer was hung with a deckchair-striped curtain on specially fitted hooks to prevent the sun from causing the woodgrain-effect paint to blister. Dulux was in its infancy. The three back steps were built of stone, freshly edged with a line of creamy-white chalk once a week. It was done for show, but there was a practical side to it as well. There was no street lighting down the back, and with white edges to the steps there was less chance of you tripping up over them and measuring your length; especially if you came home late having had a couple, though the chances are that then you would have used the front door, where the steps were chalked in the same way. For a few years, anyway. Then it wore off – the habit, not the chalk. Some folk painted their steps all over in red lead. Dad quite liked the idea, and even brought a large tin of the stuff home from work. But Mum thought that for outside that was a bit too ostentatious (one of her favourite words) and got him to paint the kitchen floor with it instead. For the next two years we shimmied around on the glossy red flagstones like dancers at the Tower Ballroom in Blackpool.




You could come in and out of the front door if you were wearing smart clothes, otherwise you used the one round the back that led into the kitchen. If my dad came home for his lunch in his overalls, he could eat it at the Fablon-covered breakfast bar that he’d made in the kitchen, and then he was allowed to flop in his armchair in the front room for his cup of tea, but only if a newspaper was laid over the chair first. And he had to take his cap off and drink out of the cup, not the saucer, however hot the tea might be. My mum did have standards, and although her dad drank his tea out of the saucer, it was not something that was encouraged in her own house.




In those early days Mum was a creature of habit. Monday was washday, Tuesday was ironing, Wednesday and Thursday were cleaning, Friday was baking, Saturday was shopping and Sunday we went out for a walk.






[image: image]




The code by which we lived was, by today’s standards, rigorous and enforced. It wasn’t of the joyless ascetic variety, but there were just ways of doing things. Proper ways. Respectable ways. If someone in the street died, everyone would draw their curtains. Those who didn’t were regarded as being, at best, thoughtless and, at worst, downright rude.






Mum’s favourite word for inconsiderateness in other women was ‘sackless’, and women of whom she disapproved were known as ‘that dame’.




On Nelson Road, our very ordinary little street of stone terraced houses, the niceties of life were observed almost as fastidiously as they must have been in Jane Austen’s England. When a funeral cortège went by, you didn’t carry on walking, but stood still until it had passed. Gentlemen raised their hats, and boys their school caps. If I forgot, I would feel a dig in the ribs. ‘Algy – cap!’




At all times men walked on the outside of the pavement, ladies on the inside. I still do, even though it does sometimes cause confusion when after crossing the road, the woman I am walking with discovers that I’m not where I was. It’s not that we ever made a big thing of it; it was taken for granted. It still is.






When we went out for walks on a Sunday, Dad wore a collar and tie, his new grey gaberdine coat and his best cap; my mum, my sister and I wore coats that Mum had made – only Dad’s was bought from Greenwood’s.




Under the shade of the flowering currant bush by the back door, and next door to Dad’s bike, which was leaned against the back wall of the house and shrouded in a bit of old stair carpet, I’d be parked in my pram to take the air; fastened in with a pair of reins to stop me from climbing over the side. While Mum busied herself in the back kitchen, I could squint in the bright sunlight at the blackbird nesting in the sycamore tree that grew only slightly higher than the stone-built midden, and stare wide-eyed at Dennis Petty, the black-faced coalman, as he lifted up the iron grating and rattled the contents of his half-hundredweight sacks down the chute that led to the cellar. A plume of black dust would spiral into the air as each sack went from being plump to empty, and the sneezes that followed would cloud my eyes with tears.




Every day I could watch Podgy, the black-and-white cat from two doors up, as he stalked the blackbird (he could never move fast enough to catch it, but then he wasn’t called Podgy for nothing), and once a week be terrified by the noise and smell of the pigswill man.




Old Mr Petty, Dennis’s dad, would come in his wellies and overalls to empty the short, fat, metal bins that sat next to the dustbins down the back, where people put their potato peelings, stale bread and leftover food. Not that there was a lot of that. Plates were cleared at most meals. He’d tip the contents of the bins into a larger one with a handle that he would then heave up on to his back, and walk past my pram leaving the sickly-sweet stench of pigswill hovering in the air, to mix with the acrid tang of the bruised currant leaves that his shoulder had caught rounding the corner. I never saw his pigs; I think he kept them down by the allotments.




In that no-man’s-land between the backyard and the garden – ‘the back’ – there would be comings and goings all day long. Wives and widows going out to the shops in their thick coats, with dark felt hats held on with huge pins. Kids would learn to ride their bikes here, bumping over the uneven ground that sloped from the top of the back to the bottom and sometimes landing in the hedges that fronted the small back gardens where cabbages grew, and Brussels sprouts. There were savoys and sometimes a few onions, but never leeks or marrows or anything remotely exotic – only ‘greens’. You knew where you were with them and they kept you regular.






There were no lawns, just patches of rough grass where a pram could be parked, or a painted kitchen chair perched on the hottest days of summer when top buttons of blouses would be undone and a glass of orange squash would take the place of tea. Neither were there elaborate flower borders, just the odd rose bush or hydrangea or maybe a couple of overgrown blackcurrant bushes. A bit of honeysuckle might run up into a scrawny tree and scent the air with its heavy perfume when spring turned into summer.




The Cawoods had a large Bramley apple tree; the Dinsdales had enough old floorboards and planks to start a timber yard; and Mr Barker had a shed for his motorbike and sidecar, and a miniature version for his tortoises, Tommy and Thomas.




Other gardens were dark and mysterious – their privet hedges having long since grown outwards and skywards to swallow up the narrow strip of land, and at the end of the nine houses, at the very bottom of the back loomed the orange brick wall of Ledgard’s bus garage.




The blue-and-black buses and coaches would come and go at the beginning and end of the day – off to Leeds and Bradford, Otley and Skipton. Samuel Ledgard’s double-deckers were not as luxurious as the bright-red ones of the West Yorkshire Road Car Company, who operated from the centre of town, but their coaches, said my mum, were ‘much comfier’.




Next to the bus garage, in the end house, lived Mrs Beaumont, who looked a hundred and fifty. She wasn’t much taller than us kids, her teeth were long gone, and she wore a black dress that reached down to the ground, with a large white apron and a mob cap like some serving woman from an Elizabethan banquet. She never said much, and when she did, it was usually to tell an unwanted caller to go away. I tried to be nice to her once, in that eager-to-please, childish sort of way. Nothing too earnest, just a smile and a hello. She told me to piss off, so I did, trying not to feel crushed. Some weeks afterwards she retreated into the house and quietly died.




Mrs Lettern was next up; a widow with horn-rimmed glasses and a spiky felt hat; a bit dour and almost as antisocial as Mrs Beaumont. Then came the Cawoods, an old couple with several grown-up children and the youngest, Pauline, who at my age was obviously a late arrival. It seemed odd that Pauline’s mum and dad were so old, when mine were so young – just 25 when I was born. Mr Cawood was particularly shaky on his pins, and in September you could see his wife in her floral pinny, with her grey forties-style hair, steadying his bottom as he stood on a chair below the apple tree and hooked down the fruit with the handle of his walking stick. I was convinced that one day he’d fall and break his neck. That’s what you did when you fell out of an apple tree. In the end he died of natural causes. It was all a bit disappointing.




The Evanses had a boy and a girl – Winton (grammar school and a bit aloof) and Jane (keen on ballet but no threat to Fonteyn). The Barkers next door to them were childless – she a martyr to nervous headaches, and he a special constable who directed traffic on bank-holiday weekends. (I burned my leg on his motorbike radiator and had to have soap rubbed on it to take away the sting. It didn’t work.)






Then came the Pettys – Dennis, the coalman with the black face, and Joan his wife, with ash-blonde hair and skirts that my mother said were far too short. My dad said nothing. I could see him smiling behind the Daily Express. Mrs Petty looked like Gaye Gambol. Their daughter, Virginia, with hair not quite as blonde as her mum’s and longer skirts, was my first girlfriend. The first one who bought me a Christmas present, anyway – a box of New Berry Fruits. I think she ran up to Thornber’s – the top shop (as opposed to Morgan’s, the bottom shop) – to get them after I’d sent her a box of Maltesers. But it didn’t matter that it was an afterthought. At least she cared enough to bother.






Mrs Cunnington was next door to us. She was a dumpling of a woman and a widow by the time I was six or seven. She was also our favourite neighbour – kindly and warm, with a nice line in hums. She knew when my mother had stood me in the corner for being naughty because she could hear me kicking the skirting board.




‘Have-it’s in trouble again,’ she’d mutter to herself. She called me ‘Have-it’ when I was little on account of my fascination with her trinkets. Mrs Cunnington had a lot of knick-knacks, towards which I would totter with arms outstretched saying, ‘Have it. Have it.’




‘Cookie’ she was always called, apparently because I couldn’t say ‘Cunnington’ when I was little. As a result, the entire street called her ‘Cookie’. She was, said my mother, a cockney from Croydon (to my mother, anyone who lived south of Derby was a cockney), and though she had lived in Yorkshire for most of her life, her accent was still that of a Londoner. ‘All right, duck?’ she’d ask. And when someone was cross, she’d say, ‘He played Hamlet,’ or, ‘He played billy-o’; expressions that were clearly not of Yorkshire origin.




She had a brother called Rex who came to see her occasionally. He wore bow ties, had rimless glasses and a grey moustache and spoke posh, and his wife – ‘Verie’, never Vera – hardly ever spoke to us. I think we were a bit beneath her. She lived in Harrogate.




Cookie was an amazing shape. She was not so much round as amorphous. Her breasts were large but undefined and, under the grey cardigan she always wore, they disappeared into her hips. It seems unkind to describe her like this, but as a child her anatomy gave me cause for much curiosity. Her legs came out of the bottom of a full skirt held at some distance from them by her pannier-like hips, and were usually terminated by a pair of brown slippers with a pompom on each foot. I caught a glimpse of her knees once. They erupted above the short stockings that were held in place with elastic, and looked like a collection of white apples in a small sack. Her hair was grey and fastened into a hairnet at the back with kirby grips, and she had glasses and a rather squashed face. But she was kind – a bit like a favourite granny – and babysat for me and my sister when Mum and Dad fancied a night out. When she kissed you goodnight, her skin was soft and warm, not cold and prickly like some of Dad’s aunties. He had seven of them, and Auntie Ethel was the prickliest in temperament as well as kiss.




Cookie’s husband – ‘Cookin’ – died when I was little, so for the majority of my childhood she lived alone, sitting in a huge wooden Windsor chair alongside the big black range in her front room, where she’d bake bread and heat up the kettle in between making rag rugs and taking cuttings of busy Lizzies.




We had a range, too, when we first arrived at Nelson Road, but it was soon replaced with a small fireplace made of mottled cream tiles. Cookie’s room always seemed warmer somehow, and friendlier, but we were much more up to date.






She didn’t do much with her garden (‘It’s my hips, duck’), but she was a dab hand with the plants on her windowsill. There were spider plants and succulents – money plants and partridge-breasted aloes that she called ‘my pheasant’s breast’ – and a forest of busy Lizzies. Cookie was the first person I knew who had green fingers. She was forever rooting cuttings in jars of water on her windowsill, and starting off new spider plants by pegging their plantlets into a circle of smaller pots around the mother plant – holding them in place with one of her hairpins. She gave potfuls to friends and church bazaars, progeny of the monster that sat on the what-not a few feet back from the windowsill – the windowsill that was really a miniature greenhouse, where the light squinted through, dappled by the leaves of her flourishing jungle.




On the other side of us, in the top house of our lump of terrace, a Scottish family lived for a short while, to be replaced by the Dinsdales and their ever-expanding brood. The Dinsdales had married in their teens, to sharp intakes of breath and sideways glances from the neighbours. Their children were still arriving long after I’d left home. Gerry – bearded and with the suntanned torso of a Greek god when he dug his vegetable patch – was the best whistler in the town. You could hear him coming from the top of the street. He used to lean out of his upstairs toilet window with an airgun to shoot the sparrows that ate his peas. Mum wasn’t happy about this and she complained to my father: ‘Alan, tell him off. He’ll have somebody’s eye out.’ He never did.




I watched from the comfort of my sister’s bedroom window; in awe of his prowess with the gun, but saddened at the sight of the little grey-and-brown birds toppling off the gutter of his garden shed and landing with a puff of dust on the sun-baked earth below. Half of me wanted to have a go myself; the other half wanted to snatch the airgun from him.




Gerry would join in with our games sometimes – kicking a ball about or generally being silly. The other parents in the street were a bit sniffy about this and thought he should grow up. We were glad that he didn’t.




Winnie, his wife, had one of the loudest voices I’ve ever heard and was inordinately fond of the word ‘bugger’. But my mother (who never swore, except to repeat what somebody else had said, which she did with some relish) said she had a good heart.




Beyond the top house of our terrace, the back cut through to the front, bordered by a high stone wall. On the other side of it lived the Forrests and their children – a Catholic family – he a joiner, whose brother owned the local removal firm, she a housewife with a sing-song voice and a capacity to burst into tears at the most minor of domestic misfortunes. I listened time without number as a hysterical Mrs Forrest, sounding like an operatic heroine in full flood, regaled me at breakneck speed with the disaster that had befallen her daughter Philomena on that particular day. I never understood a word of it – so fast did the words come, and in such a high-pitched coloratura – and then she’d rush back indoors, wringing her hands in her pinny all the while, slam the door, and shriek up the stairs to some child to come down and have its tea, or shut up and get into bed. The air had a spectacular stillness when Mrs Forrest’s voice died away.




The high spot of Tommy Forrest’s life was when he met the Pope. A neighbour pointed to a photo of the two of them in the Ilkley Gazette and asked, ‘Who’s that with Tommy Forrest?’




Across from us were the Hudsons and the Feathers, the Gells and the Phillipses and, in the middle house, Mr Smith, the chimney sweep, who smoked a pipe and had a gold watch chain.




It was in the road between the hosues that we played most of the time: me and Mickey Hudson, Stephen Feather and Robert Petty, Ralph Clayton and ‘Dokey’ Gell. His name was Donald, but everybody called him ‘Dokey’. He was older than the rest of us, and quickly grew out of our childish games – kick-can, a livelier version of hide-and-seek; cricket with the wicket chalked on the bus-garage wall; and football with only one goal.






There was little danger from passing cars – nobody had one. Not until my dad got his van when I was nine or ten. Dennis Petty, the coalman, had a lorry, and Stanley Hudson had his greengrocer’s van, but they were hardly ever in evidence.






Nothing much happened in our street. At least, nothing out of the ordinary.




























 














Early memories are deceptive and sometimes triggered by photographs, so that you kid yourself you can remember a particular event that exists only in a faded snapshot. Which may be why I think I can remember my grandfather walking me, aged about one and a half, between the rows of sweet peas on his allotment down by the river. He is dressed in his waistcoat and trilby, with a tie, and there are silvery lids of Cadbury’s cocoa tins dangling on strings to frighten away the sparrows. I am dressed in baggy bloomers and a bit of a girly top. But I can see the rest of that allotment in my mind’s eye …


























The Allotments










It never occurred to me when I was little that allotments were anything less than glamorous places. Grandad Hardisty’s was not situated in some grimy city backwater – a piece of reclaimed waste ground. Instead, it was on the south bank of the River Wharfe, and sloped gently down towards the water. You couldn’t reach the river with your watering can – there was a fence and a pathway in between – but you could hear the sound of water, and of the birds that sang in the weeping willows that towered over the bank and dangled their feathery wands into the slow-moving current. If you raised your eyes and looked up from the water, you could see Middleton Woods and, beyond them, one or two red-tiled house roofs peeping through the trees. A blissful spot. A happy spot. I imagined that all allotments were like this – places of escape, places of peace and solitude.




Grandad’s plot was nothing out of the ordinary when it came to features. He had nothing as grand as a greenhouse, like some of the others. Not that they had proper ‘bought’ greenhouses with pitched roofs. The greenhouses on the allotments were cobbled together from old window frames. The flat roof would have a gentle slope in one direction so that it could shed the rain, and there would be some sort of fabricated door on rusty hinges to allow access. An old oil drum would be propped up on lumps of flagstone at one corner to catch the rain. If you were lucky, one of the windows would open to allow ventilation; if it did not, then you opened the door, or you cooked in summer, along with your tomatoes. In Yorkshire in the 1950s, no one grew tomatoes outside; they’d have perished in the chilly air if they’d been planted before mid-June, and with the frosts coming in September that didn’t give you much time to mature the crop. No, tomatoes were greenhouse plants, and being of such a tender and snooty disposition, were probably a bit scornful of the structures on the allotments that the owners were pleased to call greenhouses.




Patches of polythene would be tacked in place where a carelessly wielded spade had smashed a pane of glass, and none of the window frames would be the same colour. It seemed that they were a hotch-potch of three shades of Brolac – white, cream and ‘council-house green’.




These little crystal palaces were Heath Robinson attempts at protected cultivation, and the sheds were generally of the same sort of design, though one or two of them had the luxury of a veranda – courtesy of old floorboards and some barley-twist banisters that had been pulled out of a house that was going ‘contemporary’.




Mr Emmett had the plot next door to Grandad. He was a dour man with a flat cap and horn-rimmed glasses and a face that seemed to be permanently folded. If you said hello to him, he’d grunt, but he’d never look up.




He seemed only to grow vegetables that were as serious as he was – long-maturing root crops like parsnips and swedes, savoy cabbages and red cabbages and beetroots. There was never anything as frivolous as a lettuce or a spring onion, and Mr Emmett never seemed to evince any pleasure in harvesting anything, even when he was cycling home with his vegetables propped on the handlebars.






Grandad’s allotment was different. It was friendly, like he was – an allotment that as well as growing vegetables for the pot, grew a few flowers for Grandma to put in a cut-glass vase in the front room: pale-blue scabious, pink and white sweet williams and long rows of sweet peas trained up rows of beanpoles.




At the bottom end of the patch were three or four old brass bedsteads fastened with twisted wire to lengths of rusty angle-iron that had been hammered into the soil as posts. Over them were trained the spiny stems of blackberries – their fruits could be pressed into your mouth by the fistful if you could avoid the tiny thorns that become impossible to remove once bedded in the soft skin of your fingers. I learned, early on, to pick them carefully, and to try not to stain my clothes for fear of a slap on the back of the legs from my mum. I’d pull the four corners of my hanky together (I think I was born with one in my left-hand trouser pocket) to make a bag, and drop them in it. Their juice would come through and stain the white cotton, but she didn’t mind too much about that. As allotment features go, there are few that are more decorative than a row of blackberries trained over brass bedsteads – the knobs poking through and gleaming gold in the summer sun.




[image: image]




A tiny shed, no bigger than a sentry box, stood in one corner of the plot, leaning downhill, and in it were Grandad’s tools, all stacked in a corner – a rake with a wobbly head, several types of hoe with rusty blades, a spade and a fork and a heavy pair of shears with wooden handles. There were other tools, too, that I never saw him use, and a rusty cobbler’s last – I thought it was probably there in case he needed to make a running repair to the black boots he always wore, but most often it was used to prop open the peeling door that had a habit of closing of its own accord and trapping your fingers when you weren’t looking.




There were spilled seeds on the dusty floor – biscuit-brown beans and the blue-grey beads of cabbages. The granules of Growmore that leaked from the dampened lower corner of a paper sack leaning in the opposite corner filled the air with their acrid tang. He scattered it between the cabbages and cauliflowers every now and again, having decanted it into an old galvanised bucket. With his black trilby pushed back on his head and his pipeful of Condor sticking out from under his walrus moustache, he’d become the personification of the hymn, and I’d hum to myself as I watched him scattering the feed among his crops – ‘We plough the fields and scatter the good seed on the land.’ It didn’t matter that it was Growmore, not seeds, that he was scattering; the sentiments were still appropriate, and thanks to Grandad’s almighty hand, as well as God’s, we never seemed to be short of vegetables in our kitchen.




A long row of rhubarb ran alongside the blackberries, and there were rows and rows of savoy cabbages whose corrugated leaves of rubbery leather were dappled with soot. The soot was mixed with water in an old washing copper sunk into the ground by the rhubarb row and sprayed on to the cabbages, cauliflowers and Brussels sprouts with a long brass syringe to deter caterpillars. It had to be scrubbed off before the crops were in any way edible, but it did keep off the caterpillars. It probably helped to build up our antibodies into the bargain.




If you ever complained to Grandad about the blackened state of his greens, he’d shake his head and say, ‘Tha’ll eat more than a peck a muck afore tha dees.’






On sunny Saturday afternoons I’d be wheeled down to the allotment in my pram or my pushchair, and from under the sunshade I could squint at Grandad and my dad as they turned over the soil together. In later years I’d sit on the grey plank bench by the shed, tucking into an egg sandwich – they were always egg – and a glass of pop while they did the heavy work.




Grandad was always the boss; Dad the helpful, if reluctantly press-ganged, son-in-law.




‘When tha gets to’t’end o’t’row, will tha move t’line?’




‘Are we doin’ another row, then?’ my dad would ask wearily.




‘Aye. Then we’ll go to’t’club for a pint.’




The pint of Tetley’s in the Liberal Club would be the carrot, and while I sat outside on the wall, drinking a glass of orange squash and eating a custard cream, the two men would risk a quick game of dominoes before saying goodbye and making their separate ways home.




Dad never liked gardening, but home-grown vegetables saved a few bob. He took over the allotment after Grandad died, planting cabbages and showing me how to ‘puddle them in’, and earthing up long rows of potatoes. But his heart wasn’t in it and he finally gave it up, confining his attempts at vegetable gardening to a few desultory rows of blue-green Brussels sprouts in the back garden. There was a smile on his face when even that patch was put down to grass and Mum planted a hydrangea instead.
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