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To the memory of Leo O’Hea and Alexander B. Rodger to whom I owe so much




Chapter I

To London

‘Tha’s started to shave, I ’ope,’ Mr Bundle shouted, as the lorry ground its way up the hill that led from Lancashire to Cheshire. I think he’d begun to worry about me. I nodded and offered him a cigarette. His smoking added to the fog. ‘Not right that tha should go to Lundun on thi own.’ He sneezed. ‘How old art tha?’

‘Sixteen.’ It was the summer of 1933.

‘Tha too young to be goin’ off like that. Can’t think what’s got into thi ’ead. Can’t think . . .’ Drugged by fumes and weariness, I fell asleep.

Several hours later I woke to the rattle of the engine. I was cooked at the front and frozen at the side. It was still dark. Our headlights danced on the road.

‘Where are we?’

‘Midlands!’ Mr Bundle drew his gloved hand across the glass.

All I could see was the shadow of wayside trees, the veiled lights of towns in the distance, and approaching cars, which burst out of the darkness in a glittering stream - a bright  flash, a muffled thump and they were gone. Now and again the moon broke through. I’d never been so far from home; it made me catch my breath. There was no going back now; I’d gone and done it.

The cold air blew through the torn canvas at my side. I pulled my cap down hard, tightened my muffler, and rolled myself into a ball.

I woke with a start when Mr Bundle crashed to a lower gear and pulled off the road. The truck shuddered to a halt before a wayside café.

We scrambled down, stamped our cramped legs, and made our way across the parking lot. Some drivers were cranking up, ready to leave. Moths jittered around the swaying bulb above the door.

The smell of sausages and mash hit us as we entered. A row of dim lights hung over oilcloth-covered tables. There was a rumble of talk. Through a cloud of tobacco smoke, dim figures shuffled across the worn linoleum. Pictures of boxers stared from the whitewashed walls. In a corner a blanket-covered driver lay snoring. I took off my coat.

At the counter a fellow in a brown apron slopped out tea from a dented urn. Rock buns and ‘doorstep’ ham sandwiches were stacked on glass trays. Mr Bundle put a bun on my plate. I offered a penny to pay for his tea. ‘Nay, tha’ll need that when tha gets to Lundun.’ He pushed the coin back with a grubby finger.

Spilling tea from our mugs, we joined several others hunched over a food-splattered table. They had tired faces; some still wore caps and mufflers.

‘’Ello, ’ow do, Ernie? Fancy seein’ thee.’

I thought it exciting to join a group of night-riders shovelling bangers and onions with HP sauce at two o’clock in the morning.

‘Who’s young’un, Ernie?’

‘Dick Whittington.’ Mr Bundle opened his coat and pushed his cap to the back of his head. ‘Goin’ to Lundun to make his pile, ’e is.’

‘Where’s t’ cat? Dick Whittington ’ad a cat.’

‘In t’ lorry. Worn out, cat is.’

They burst out laughing.

‘Just as well t’ lad’s using ’is wings afore ’e gets a ball and chain.’

They scraped their forks and slurped their tea.

‘Watch out, young’un, London’s full of thieves, cheats, tricksters and tarts.’

 
Beware of the damsel modest and meek She eats thirteen faggots and nine pig’s feet.


 
They thumped the table, shoved each other, and rattled the cups and plates.

 
 
Half an hour later, Mr Bundle and I stubbed out our cigarettes, said ‘Goodnight’ and made for the door, buttoning up our jackets as we went.

‘Don’t forget to send us a bob or two, nipper, when yer becomes Lord Mayor of Lundun,’ one of the men shouted after me.

‘Oh, no.’

‘Not bad sods.’ Mr Bundle sneezed. ‘All they need is a good night’s sleep. ’Ope weather ’olds up.’

As we crunched across the stones, spots of rain began to fall. While Mr Bundle fought with the starting handle, I climbed into the cab and slammed the door. I was almost asleep by the time he got in.

When I came to, it was daylight. Heavy clouds filled the sky. We were part of an endless column of cars and lorries heaped with cargo going south. I sat up, hardly able to believe that I was part of it all.

‘Watford Junction,’ Mr Bundle mumbled. ‘No rain.’

Watford meant nothing to me. We rattled on.

By the time we’d reached a place called Hendon, the people  of London were up and doing. They hurried along the pavements or stood in long queues at bus stops. I was astonished at the way they pushed past each other as if they were running a race. Instead of clogs and shawls, the women wore frocks; the men wore suits, and polished shoes - even ties. Many carried an umbrella. I’d always wondered what southerners looked like. Well, here they were all around me.

‘Wot dost ta think?’ Mr Bundle shouted, gesturing at the people and the tall buildings.

‘Champion!’ I felt a glow of excitement.

‘I suppose that’s what tha’s cum for.’

‘Aye.’

He stubbed out his cigarette.

 
 
Later that morning we pulled in close to a bus stop in a crowded street. ‘Tha’ll get thi bus to Bow from ’ere,’ Mr Bundle said. As I got down, I studied the road. They’d said in the North, ‘The streets are paved with gold.’ It looked like ordinary tarmac to me. I wondered what my family would think had they been able to see me in the middle of that busy London street with the crowd rushing by. Shafts of sunlight burst through the clouds.

I knew that having got to London, everything would change for the better. The Wonderland of Knowledge - which I had in my bag - assured me that those who ventured forth would win. Where would I have been without that book, which I had read and reread since I was six? The fate of England did not yet hang on my words, but it was only a matter of time before it would.

‘Good luck, young’un,’ Mr Bundle said. Kindness filled his eyes. With the engine still running, he scrawled an address on a bit of paper. ‘Tha must cum ’ere if tha gets lost like. It’s all t’ same if tha broke. I’ll get thi ’ome agin.’ He handed me a florin. I protested. ‘Tha goin’ t’ need it,’ he persisted. ‘Anyroad, ah’ll sleep better if tha keeps the two bob.’

‘I’m not goin’ to fall flat on mi face,’ I bridled.

‘Tha might.’ He got down and fished out my suitcase from under the tarpaulin.

He wrung my hand, squeezed my shoulders, sneezed into my face and was gone.

As the lorry disappeared, I suddenly felt lost. What was I to do now?

After a few minutes, a red double-decker bus approached. I tightened my grip on my suitcase.

‘Bus for Bow and Stratford?’ I asked the man in the queue before me.

‘You betcher, come olong wi’ me.’ We found a seat together. He guessed that I was a northerner. I told him that I was going to an important job at the Bow Bridge Iron Foundry, that I was well on in Labour politics, and that I eventually intended to become a Member of Parliament. The excitement of the long journey and the fluster of getting to London had loosened my tongue.

Judging me by my cardboard case rather than by my boasting, the stranger smiled. ‘Tahr’s over there.’

‘Fancy seeing that,’ I answered. Everybody in England knew about the Tower. Dreadful things had happened there. Henry VIII’s wife, Anne Boleyn, had lost her head in t’ Bloody Tower.

When we reached Bow he pointed to a modest house. ‘George Lansbury’s,’ he said. I knew that Lansbury was the leader of the British Labour Party. ‘Saint ’e is, ’s a fact. Trouble with George is ’e lets ’is bleedin’ ’eart lead ’is blinkin’ ’ead.’

We drove past a long brick building. ‘Bow Bridge Iron Foundry,’ he said. With its black roof and closed iron gates it looked as forbidding as a Blackburn cotton mill. Its three stacks stood smokeless.

‘Yer gits orf ’ere,’ called the conductor, his finger on the bell. I collected my belongings, said goodbye to my friend, and went to the end of the bus.

‘I’ll watch out for yer in t’ piper,’ he called after me.

‘Tha kind.’

The bus pulled in against the kerb. I stepped down into a  milling crowd. ‘Friday street market,’ the conductor shouted. ‘Mind yer don’t git yerself killed.’

No sooner had I put my foot on the pavement than I was swept along by a human tide. Holding my suitcase before me as a shield, I was pushed along past stalls piled high with old shoes and hats, eggs, chickens, oranges, cabbages and meats. Everyone yelled their wares at me as if they had been awaiting my arrival.

While I was looking around, a young ragamuffin plucked at my sleeve. He had a mop of black hair. His coat was split from top to bottom on both sides. He took a white pup out of his pocket and held it under my nose. It didn’t look like any pup I’d seen before. ‘A bob,’ the urchin said, ‘come on, let’s see if you’re a gint - a bob.’

With one hand on my case and the other on my money (‘Dick Whittington, you’ll be robbed the moment you arrive, you will,’ the lorry drivers had warned), I fled the dog and the boy. ‘Wot’s a bob?’ the lad bawled after me, ‘Gimme a tanner.’ I dodged behind a bicycle pushed by an old gentleman in a tall hat, and ran through the traffic across the street. The ragamuffin and another urchin chased after me.

 
 
It must have been fate that led me to cross the street, for at the other side, in front of the Talbot pub, I ran into a little barrel of a woman with a pot of beer under her shawl. She almost knocked me over.

‘’Ere, look whe’ yer gowin’ young un. Yer nearly lorst me bleedin’ wallop. Wot you bleeders want?’ she demanded of the two urchins.

‘Nuffink, lidy,’ they said, pocketing the pup and turning tail.

The woman wore a man’s velvet trilby pulled down over her eyes and ears. It was decorated with a large wax flower and a stiletto hatpin. Battered and limp-crowned, it had a defiant look. From neck to knee she was wrapped in a black woollen shawl. Her dark, rough skirt reached down to a  ridiculously large pair of men’s shoes. They were cracked and looked as if they had never seen a brush.

Fat-faced, with little black sharp eyes, glistening jowls, and a button of a nose, the woman studied my case. ‘You lorst?’ Her eyes ran over me.

‘Not lost. Just looking for a bed. Know one?’

There was a thoughtful silence.

‘’Ow’s ’alf a kip?’ She shifted her pot of beer.

‘Better than none.’

‘Fast bird you are. Come on and I’ll show you what you’ve won.’

I followed the heavy figure round the pub corner into a dim, narrow street marked ‘The Cut’. At the other end, shutting out the sky, was a grey gasometer. ‘’Ome sweet ’ome,’ she said as she lifted the latch of the first cottage.

Stepping across the threshold, I entered a low-ceilinged corridor, which led to an ill-lit living room. There were several chairs, a cluttered table and a rocker. Bald patches marked the plaster walls. In a corner, hanging over a low window was a canary in a cage. ‘That’s Dick,’ she said. ‘Give us a song, Dick.’ Washing hung before a low fire; cracked oilcloth covered the floor. There was a rotting smell.

She put her beer on the table, ignoring the cockroach that scurried away, and proceeded to show me around. The cottage was a two-up, two-down affair, such as I had known in Lancashire. Beyond the living room was a poky kitchen with a sagging ceiling. It had a small table, a coal-cooking range, a gas ring, a cracked mirror, a pile of unwashed dishes, and a bucket filled with dirty laundry. A smell of burned food hung in the air.

Beyond the kitchen was the toilet. The narrow backyard was crammed with a mountain of machine parts, rusty engines, metal bars, gratings, tubes, and nuts and bolts. There was hardly room to get by. The pile looked as though it might collapse. ‘All fall dahn,’ the woman croaked, as she gave a flick of her fingers across her throat.

A miry alleyway lay farther on; colonies of beetles lived  in the cindery mud. The whole area reeked of toilets and dust-bins. We heard snatches of laughter from the boozer next door. Beyond the pub was the angry rumble of the road.

When we reached the front room, the woman fell silent. Her shrewd eyes watched me. I took in the room at a glance. There was a single bed, a chair and a pisspot. On a high wooden stand in the corner stood an aspidistra. The cracked walls were held together by layers of bulging wallpaper. Aged oilcloth covered the slanting floor. A bare bulb hung from the ceiling. A radio could be heard through the wall.

‘No extra charge for the music,’ she grinned.

A lace curtain covered the lower half of the dirt-streaked window through which came a feeble light.

What held my attention was the bed. It was a single iron bedstead covered with threadbare blankets. The half-bed she had promised had shrunk to a quarter. She read my thoughts. ‘Ben at the top, you at the bottom. A good kip.’

I felt the bed. The mattress was as hard as rock, the pillow was lumpy.

‘Fifteen bob a week with grub,’ she said, as if the question of my tenancy was settled. ‘Five bob dahn, a week’s notice to quit on either side. If yer keeps the window shut, yer’ll find it stuffy. If yer opens it, yer’ll get the gasworks. Ben ’as it shut.’ She didn’t mention that to the smell of gas should be added the smell of stale beer, as well as the smell of perfume from Yardley’s factory in the next street.

‘Looks all right,’ I lied, as I peered through the window at the abandoned Church of the Nazarene opposite. Hesitantly, I fished out five bob and put them in her eager hand. I’d stay until I could find something better.

‘Must be yer lucky day,’ she said, tucking the money into her clothing. ‘I’ve always said it, some people is born lucky.’ We shook on it. Her hand felt sticky. ‘Wot’s yer nime? Mine’s Tinker.’

The five shillings must have gone to Mrs Tinker’s head, for she hustled me back to the kitchen and made me some bread and jam and a cup of tea. She put hot water on the  dead tea leaves and swished the pot around. It tasted stale. The sandwich was gritty, but I was hungry.

Between gulps of beer, Mrs Tinker told me about her family: her husband Bert, her daughters Sarah and Maisy, and her son Ben. Parents and daughters slept in the two rooms upstairs. ‘My “pot and pan” works on the river. ’Eavy work, Bert ’as, enough to kill ’im.’ She took another gulp, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Sarah’s twenty and Maisy’s eighteen, them works at Bryant and May’s match factory in Bow. Workers loses their jaws doin’ that. They calls it “phossy-jaw”, ’orrible ’t is. Ben’s twenty-two, ’e works for a wrecker in Stratford.’

I wondered how so many people could have so many jobs and so little to show for it.

Settling down, my landlady drew a small leather bag from deep inside her skirt. She untied the string and shook a heap of little polished stones on to the newspaper covering the table. She rubbed them with the corner of a dirty dishcloth. ‘Well?’ Her bright eyes quizzed me. ‘More ’en you can count. Wot are them? Guess.’ She took another swig of beer.

I rubbed one of the stones between thumb and finger, then another. I didn’t know what they were. ‘Stones?’

‘Stones . . . of course them’s stones. Wot else? Wot I arsks yer is wot kind o’ stones?’

A heavy silence hung between us.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Gallstones, you dummy! Mine! A record!’

I just stared.

‘’Struth,’ she exploded, gathering up her treasures. ‘Wasting my time you is. You’re the kind of bloke wot gets no ’appy in anyfink.’ Swearing loudly, she tucked the bag inside her skirt again.

 
 
When the rest of the family came in that evening they took my presence in their stride. Evidently I was not the first lodger  to rent part of Ben’s bed. Yet I was the first to come from so far away. Maisy exploded in laughter at my accent, ‘’Ark at ’im; off ’is chump ’e is.’ It was the first time anyone had laughed at me like that and it hurt. The two girls were small, though what they lacked in build they made up for with quick wit and deft talk. Their nails and faces were painted.

Later we had supper together. Although I was hungry, I managed to control my appetite lest Mrs Tinker should take alarm and raise her price. Fifteen shillings was all I could afford, and that depended on my getting a job.

As we ate, I studied my landlord. He was a tall, muscular man with a long sliding jaw, protruding cheekbones, grizzled hair and a clipped moustache. He surveyed me cautiously with one eye. The other was covered with a black shield. ‘The war,’ he said. He wore an old navy suit with a faded anchor on the breast pocket, a blue roll-neck pullover, and - even at table - black rubber galoshes up to his knees.

The pile of scrap metal in the backyard was his pride and joy. ‘Come in ’andy one day. There’s gotta be a war.’

‘Die in our bleedin’ beds, we will,’ his wife grumped.

 
 
The moment Ben came in my heart sank. He was a hulking gorilla of a fellow with tousled hair, work-begrimed arms and a tattooed chest. He had the oddest pointed ears, but no neck. He spoke with an unmanly voice. I worried how the two of us could possibly fit into his narrow bed.

After supper, I followed Ben to his room. I sat on the chair, while he stuffed a rolled blanket between the bed and the wall to give us another inch or two. He’d obviously done it before.

‘The thing yer’ve got ter watch is if yer jumps out the bleedin’ bed on to t’ floor yer’ll go right through it; the floorboards are rotten. Look behind t’ aspidistra. That’s where Mum ’ides ’er beer. Knock it dahn and you’ll go straight through t’ bleedin’ window. The old man is sumfink  shockin’, ’e is, about beer in t’ ’ouse. She’ll get ’er ’ead punched in if ’e finds it.’ It explained why the room smelled like a brewery.

We climbed into bed, he was at the top, I was at the bottom. ‘Can’t beat it ’ere,’ he kept saying, tucking the blanket under his chin. Using my coat as a pillow, I tried to keep my feet off his face. Before falling asleep, I asked him about his job.

‘I smash stones . . . wiv a sledge ’ammer.’

I wondered whether the stones he broke hadn’t broken him.

 
 
I got up that first Saturday morning without waking Ben. After a hurried breakfast of an egg, bread, tea and tinned milk, I put on my cap and went in search of the Bow Bridge Iron Foundry I’d seen from the bus. The chimneys were still idle; the iron-barred windows were thick with dirt; stunted patches of sooty grass grew against the high walls. The tall gates were chained and locked. My pulse quickened as I tried one gate after another.

‘Shut Sat’day! Short time,’ a passerby called.

That was all I needed to cheer me up. Factories on short time are not looking for workers. The foundry began to take on a hostile look.

With nowhere else to go and nothing else to do, I went in search of the Thames. Every northerner who comes to London wants to see the Thames.

For an hour or more, I walked down warren-like streets, past squalid alleyways and dank courtyards festooned with lines of washing. The gloomy dwellings seemed to go on and on for ever. Ragged children stopped their dancing to turn and gape at me. Some people peered from basements, others sat at open windows in their shirtsleeves. Knots of men idled at street corners. I saw a Chinaman and a Negro, and some swarthy people wearing red turbans. I’d never seen so many different faces. In one street I came upon a Temperance  speaker who pointed an accusing finger at me. ‘Drink is the devil’s brew,’ she cried. I moved on quickly. Only in a church-yard did I see grass and trees. When I got lost the Cockneys put me straight, though they did so in an offhand manner.

Eventually, I made my way round a high wall and came to a causeway overlooking the largest river I’d ever seen. The tide was rippling across the mudflats; slimy stakes stuck out of the water; rusting cranes stood against the grey sky. Excited, I made my way to the edge of the water, where I sat on some stone steps to eat my sandwich. Fort-like docks stretched as far as I could see.

Moored barges linked together with rope creaked and groaned at the rising tide. Screaming gulls fought over swill on the oily surface. An old straw mattress floated by, surrounded by pieces of driftwood. Farther out, steamers and tugs boomed, piped and whistled; a graceful sailing barge went by loaded with bricks. It had one tall mast with a patched sail and a tiny mast at the stern. There were so many ships that I wondered where they all came from and where they were going.

Much later, I left the Thames and began to make my way back to Stratford. As I walked, I knew I’d done the right thing in leaving Lancashire. Unlike the North, which had suffered a stroke and was dying, London was vibrantly alive. In Blackburn it had been pointless to look for a job. London offered hope. What I saw wasn’t the London Harold Watkins and I had listened to on the radio - Saturday-night bands forever going boom-ta-da-da-boom, tinkling glasses, and happy voices calling across crowded dance floors - but it was the most exciting place I’d ever seen and I intended to hang on to it.

It was early evening when I arrived back at The Cut. Ben Tinker was shambling off down the street in ill-fitting clothes. ‘Do yer want some beer and jellied eels?’ he asked. I declined.

That night, I luxuriated in his bed. He woke me up in the early hours of the next morning smelling to the moon. In minutes he was sleeping like a log. With my head at the  bottom, I kept the odour of Ben’s beer and eels at bay; but there was still the smell of his feet.

 
 
‘Well I’m blessed,’ Mr Tinker said the next morning, when I told him that I was about to take a bus to the City. The way he looked at me suggested that to go to the City simply for pleasure was unforgivable.

Ben, who was still in bed, took his dad’s view. ‘Never bin, an’ hain’t goin’ now,’ he said, pulling the blanket over his head. ‘’S fact.’

I caught a red double-decker bus at the corner. My face pressed against an upstairs window; I stared through the smoking chimney pots into the bright sky. My head and heart were full of expectations.

Westminster Bridge was humming with life when I got there. Cars, buses and trams were rushing by. There was an endless stream of people - all dressed up and many of them talking in languages I had never heard before. Boats hooted on the river below. The buildings were so high that I had to crane my neck to see the top. Boom, boom, boom went Big Ben, a stone’s throw away, tolling out ten o’clock to the City and the world. I’d heard it on the radio, but that couldn’t match the real thing. The sound hung in the air even after the booming was done.

With a map the bus conductor had given me, I walked round the outside of the Houses of Parliament and Westminster Abbey. I knew that the Houses of Parliament were the heart of England and the British Empire - nay, of the world.

In Downing Street I missed seeing Ramsay MacDonald, the Prime Minister, by five minutes. That was something worth writing home about. Buckingham Palace had a flag on top, but you could hardly get near it because of the crowd. Soldiers on horseback, complete with trumpets, swords, tall black fur hats and shining breastplates, had difficulty getting  by. After the Palace, I visited Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square, where a cloud of pigeons flew around me. I made my way to St Paul’s Cathedral, and then to the Old Bailey. One look at the scales of justice hanging above its entrance was enough. How many times had I read in Thompson’s Weekly about judges doffing black caps and sentencing poor people to death there. That was something else I’d have to write home about.

All that day I rushed from one thing to the next, almost forgetting to eat the bread and jam sandwich Mrs Tinker had given me. The more I saw, the more I wanted to see. It was late by the time I reached Piccadilly Circus. Coloured lights, shiny cars and double-decker buses filled the street. Shop windows displayed every luxury. I saw people in real evening dress getting in and out of taxis. How different from Blackburn it was!

Tired out, I finally returned to Stratford. Sarah had saved me some supper. The Tinkers didn’t say much. When I began to tell them about the wonderful things I had seen, they gave each other queer looks, which made me feel uncomfortable. I thought Ben might have been more sympathetic, but by the time I got to bed he was snoring.

 
 
At seven-thirty the next morning, with washed face and clean overalls, and with my straw-like hair sticking out from under my cap, I climbed the stairs to the office of the Bow Bridge Iron Foundry. The three chimneys were belching thick black smoke. The bright sun made the building look friendly. All the gates were open; people and lorries were coming and going. In my hand was the crumpled letter of introduction from Mr Dimbleby at the brick works in Darwen, Lancashire, to Mr Dent. As I knocked on Mr Dent’s glass-panelled door, I became hot around the collar. The longer I stood there, the more worked up I got. The banging and thumping in the foundry below shook the windows.

Eventually a plumpish, middle-aged woman answered my knocking.

‘’Oojah want?’

‘Mr Dent.’

‘Won’t be ’ere for ’alf an ’our. What’s your business, anyway?’

‘Private,’ I said, pushing the letter back inside my overalls. I hadn’t come all this way to be put off by a secretary. ‘I’ll be back at eight,’ I called as I made for the stairs. I was so nervous and moved so fast that you might have thought the building was on fire.

‘Better few minutes before,’ she shouted after me. Her tone was friendly. There’s one thing I thought, as I went down the steps two at a time, there is a Mr Dent; he’s not dead or gone to Australia.

I spent the next half-hour pacing up and down the street carrying on an imagined conversation with Mr Dent. The people who passed me must have thought I was crazy. ‘Yes Mr Dent, no Mr Dent,’ I practised. I knew that the upcoming interview was vital to both Harold Watkins and me. ‘Billy,’ Harold had said when I was leaving the North, ‘Billy, when you meet that London chap, you’ve got to nail him. For God’s sake, don’t let him get away. He’s our only hope.’

Just before eight, with office workers pushing past me, I knocked on Mr Dent’s door again. The plumpish woman greeted me. ‘Wait and I’ll try to fit you in, dearie.’ Encouraged by the ‘dearie’ bit, I walked up and down the corridor until a small, bent figure carrying a briefcase and umbrella, whom I presumed to be Mr Dent, brushed past me. He entered his office and shouted for the secretary. Everybody in the building shouted because of the din. Doors banged, people came and went. I wondered if I would ever see either of them again. You could tell it was Monday.

Thirty minutes later I was still waiting. It didn’t bother me; I’d been brought up to wait. I watched the tea urn being pushed from room to room, hoping that someone would offer me a cup. They smiled, but there was no tea forthcoming. I  was just about to sit cross-legged on the floor when the ‘dearie’ woman popped her head round the door and asked me to come in.

She sat me opposite her boss, who didn’t even look up. He was a grey-haired man, with a strong face. He wore a striped shirt with rolled-up sleeves and braces. His great unkempt moustache contrasted with his stiff, celluloid collar and glittering tiepin. Steel-rimmed spectacles sat on the end of his nose; a cloud of cigarette smoke hung above his head. He wasn’t anything like the photograph that Mr Dimbleby had shown me.

Against the door stood a hatstand with a trilby, a jacket, and an umbrella. There was dust everywhere. The desk, the windows and the pictures of foundries on the walls were covered with it; so was the carpet and the black cat asleep on a chair. There was a strong smell of burning.

Clutching my letter and my cap, I watched Mr Dent as he shuffled his papers. Every now and again he would talk to himself or use the telephone. His tone was always brisk and aggressive - and loud, because of the thump, thump, thump  of the drop hammers below.

Just when I’d begun to wonder whether I was going to have to sit on the edge of that chair for the rest of my life, Mr Dent looked up and fixed me with a stare. ‘Yes?’ he demanded brusquely, as if I’d just arrived. I handed him Mr Dimbleby’s letter. He opened it with a knife and read it slowly. I watched him closely. Instead of questions such as ‘And how is Mr Dimbleby?’ or ‘When did you arrive?’ (the answers to which I’d rehearsed in the street), he shouted, ‘Christ!’ and put the letter down as if it had burned his fingers. ‘Get Charlie,’ he called to the secretary through the open door. My heart sank. His voice sounded cross. As I waited, Harold Watkins’ anxious face passed before my eyes. (‘Billy, for God’s sake, nail him!’)

It was a relief when Charlie Bobbit the foreman arrived to end the painful silence. I liked Charlie Bobbit from the start. He was as round as a ball. A brown dustcoat covered him  from top to toe. He had twinkling eyes and wore a crushed bowler above his soot-smudged face. A short-stemmed pipe stuck out of the side of his mouth. He nodded affably to me, picked up the teapot and poured the last drop of tea into Mr Dent’s empty cup. Only when he had drunk the dregs did he speak up.

‘What’s doin’, ’Arry?’

Mr Dent nodded at me. ‘That silly bugger Arthur Dimbleby has gone and sent this lad on spec.’ He handed Charlie the letter. Draping himself over a chair, Charlie read it and then looked at me. I felt hot under his gaze.

‘No warnin’, ’Arry?’

‘Months ago I heard from him . . . didn’t reply because there were no jobs. Standing our own people down, we were.’

‘Lost a lot of good sods.’

‘Dimbleby could at least have rung. I’ll give him what for on the blower later. He’s a bloody fool to put a youngster out on a limb like this.’

Charlie turned to me. ‘When did you get here, son?’

‘Friday.’

‘Could you go back?’

‘I’ve nothing to go back to.’

‘Any friends in London?’

‘No.’

‘Where are you living?’

‘I found half a bed in The Cut near the canal in Stratford.’ Our conversation was interrupted by the phone ringing. ‘What can I do about it?’ Mr Dent shouted into the phone. ‘What do you mean? . . . No I won’t shoot myself.’ He slammed the phone down. ‘What do your folks do?’ he asked me, as if the phone had never rung.

‘Cotton workers, with no jobs.’

‘The trouble with you northerners is that you think that jobs in London are two-a-penny,’ Mr Dent said, speaking to the wall.

The secretary entered with some letters to sign. Unnoticed by the others she caught my eye, placed her finger under her  chin and raised her head. I got the message: keep your chin up. She’d been listening through the open door.

‘Ever worked in a foundry?’ Charlie asked.

‘No, but I’m a quick learner,’ I answered, a note of desperation in my voice. I could feel Harold Watkins prodding me.

There was a long silence while Charlie removed his bowler and wiped his brow.

‘Well?’

‘Well,’ answered Charlie, ‘you can either send this little bugger back to where ’e’s come from, or . . .’ here he paused, ‘for Arthur’s sake, you can ’elp ’im out for a couple o’ weeks while ’e tries to find a better ’ole. We’ve drunk a lot of beer with Arthur Dimbleby, we ’ave.’

‘What are they going to say in the shop? And what about the Union? We’re on short time. And what would the chairman say?’

‘Nobody’s goin’ to know nothin’, unless you shout it from t’ bleedin’ roof.’

For a few moments Mr Dent nursed his pen. He then turned to me. ‘Count your blessings, young man, that Mr Bobbit didn’t die coming up the stairs. He’ll put us all in the workhouse, he will, before he’s done.’

‘Worrygut!’ Charlie grinned.

And so it was settled. They’d let me hang on for a week or two while I searched for something else. I’d get one pound a week for which I thanked them. Cap in hand, I followed Charlie down the stairs. Mr Dent looked unhappy, but the secretary smiled as I left.

 
 
When I reached the foundry floor, I wondered why I’d tried so hard to get there. The air was stifling; everything breathed fire. ‘A soddin’ place occupied by lunatics,’ shouted Mr Bobbit. Welders’ torches sizzled and flared; black leather belts hummed up and down; stamping machines and drop hammers shook the building; clouds of steam and smoke rose  from bubbling pits of red molten ore; half-clad, black-grimed shadowy figures flitted about. ‘Sand rats,’ said Bobbit. In the rafters, sparrows flew. As I looked on, my eyes watered; dust clogged my nose and throat. I feared I was about to choke.

 
 
By the end of the day, I was trembling with fatigue. My face was plastered with mud, the armpits of my shirt were black with sweat; my trousers were wet from the steam. To save the bus fare, I walked to Stratford. I needed the fresh air.

I reached the Tinkers on the point of collapse. Stripping to the waist, I cleaned up at the kitchen sink. It was the only place to wash. Having struggled to stay awake through supper, I fell on Ben’s bed. He had to sleep at the bottom that night.

The next week was a test of endurance gauged by the foundry hooter. From seven-thirty until five, with an hour off at midday, I worked harder than I’d ever done. Shovelling sand and fighting trolleys with lives of their own left me so exhausted that I didn’t know which day of the week it was. When I wasn’t shovelling sand, or pushing a trolley, or carrying ladles, forceps, tongs and hammers, I was cleaning up after somebody else. Clay, water and sand became second nature to me - so too did burns and blisters.

Every day was a battle to get up, work and sleep. I learned to breathe while being roasted. I also learned to take a cursing when I did the wrong thing. Praise was unknown. Flopping down on Ben’s bed at night was the only escape from the battles of the day. The screaming of injured metal drove everything else out of my head. Going to the tap for a drink, or to the toilet for a smoke were the only ways to relieve the pressure. I remembered the look of exhaustion I’d seen on my brother’s face when he was a foundry worker years before. It had never occurred to me that I would find myself in the same boat. Time became a blur. I was engaged in a struggle in which I dared not fail.

I’d have been out of a job had I not won the friendship of Charlie Bobbit. Every now and again he let me off for an hour to chase other jobs that were being offered locally. My efforts were a waste of time and bus fares. For every job there were a dozen applicants. When I told Bobbit that I hadn’t got the job, he’d remove his pipe, shrug and say, ‘She’ll be right tomorrow.’ But tomorrow came and I still hadn’t landed anything. I suppose Bobbit delayed throwing me out because I was working my hide off.

At the end of the first week I didn’t need anyone to explain to me the need for the Sabbath - a day of rest. I wrote postcards to my sister Brenda, my friend Harold Watkins, and Mr Dimbleby at the Darwen Brick Works. I knew that Brenda would share my card with the family.




Chapter II

A Different World

Once I’d adjusted to the pace at the foundry, I woke each morning with a new feeling of adventure and excitement. Life began to have meaning again. Had Ben not warned me about the rotten floor, I’d have jumped out of bed.

Mr Tinker’s shout, ‘It’s four bells,’ made me hurry to breakfast. After that I joined the endless flow of vehicles and people going westwards towards the City. There were no pedestrian crossings on Bow Road. Sometimes I dashed across; other times the traffic was so dense that I had to wait. I loved the excitement and the danger of it all. I accepted the turmoil of city life as I accepted the cloud of sulphur on the foundry floor - without thinking. To stay in London, I was prepared to put up with anything.

 
 
After each gruelling day at the foundry, I’d tramp back to Stratford. It was a blessing to reach The Cut, clean up at the  sink and sit down with the family for some food. Of the Tinkers, Sarah soon became my favourite. She was the giving type. She was decent and never did me a wrong. She had a suitor with the improbable name of Widge, of whom she was very fond. ‘It’s as if sumfink nice ’ad ’appened every time ’e cums in,’ she would say. Widge was an ordinary fellow with a low forehead and heavily lidded eyes, who carried on a conversation by jerking his head. Yet his heart was in the right place; his eyes said so. He used to come every Friday night to court Sarah against the wall in the dingy area between the front door and the living room. There was nowhere else. They used to push and scramble so hard against the wall behind which I was trying to sleep that it was a relief when the lovemaking reached its climax and the wall stopped bulging against my bed. Without fail, the affair would be repeated the next night.

Sarah was the only Tinker with ideals. With Widge, she was determined to escape from The Cut. Her ambition was to start all over again in the countryside where she could bring up a family ‘in t’ fresh air’. She wanted a garden where her children could play - even if they had to live in a caravan. Anything was better than spending the rest of her life making matches. I did so want her dream to come true. With tears in her eyes, she used to say that she wasn’t asking for anything to which she wasn’t entitled; whereas I knew she was asking for the moon. Widge and Sarah were really good people. The trouble was that they were poorer than the proverbial church mouse.

Sarah’s sister Maisy was all for herself. She wore a thick layer of mascara and used so much powder on her face that it used to flake off and fall in her food. Her idea of heaven was to go to the Troxy on Commercial Road on Saturday nights with some bloke who was prepared to stuff her with chocolate, ice cream and oranges. For those few hours she lived the life of the screen. When she came home she’d dance about the living room taking off the stars she’d seen. The Troxy was where we all went to dream. It relieved us of the  drabness of our surroundings. In other people’s hopes, loves and hates, we saw ourselves.

Reality was to return to The Cut and get involved in a Tinker fight. One night Mr Tinker threw a dreadful tantrum. Once the ‘’Arf a mo, shut that, missus’ phase had begun, the battle was on. The girls ran upstairs; Ben and I took refuge on our bed. After several minutes of bloodthirsty howls, Mrs Tinker gave such a scream that her daughters came running. Ben remained completely unmoved, except for having a good scratch.

I didn’t like Maisy. Her darting eyes were always watching me. Once when I came home she was the only one there. She offered to wash the dirt off my back at the sink. I was surprised at her sudden helpfulness; I was even more surprised when she tried to wash my thighs. I felt her hands against my skin; they were hot and clammy. Repelled by her, I grabbed my towel and made for the door. She never forgave me. After that, I avoided being in the house with her alone. I would wash my back and below the waist on a Sunday morning when everybody else was asleep. Sarah feared that her sister was out to devour me; she watched us like an old hen.

I not only became daggers drawn with Maisy, I also had to watch my step with her mother. When Mrs Tinker wasn’t nagging her husband, she was nagging me about the dirt I brought home. I was using too much soap and hot water. I would gladly have walked out on her had I been able to. But what was on offer for fifteen shillings was as miserable as the Tinkers. I put up with the awful conditions because I had to.

Food was the greatest trial. Mrs Tinker might claim that she’d bought ‘’arf a shoulder o’ mutton and pertaters’, but the meal didn’t even faintly resemble mutton or potatoes. It was a gala occasion when she took to her bed and Sarah cooked. Whenever I had pennies to spare, I bought food on the street. The parcels of buns and shortbread that my sisters sent helped me to get by.

Mrs Tinker’s idea of housekeeping was not very ambitious. The kitchen sink was always covered with grime. The bugs, which dropped down the walls with the noise of grains of  sand, were worse, though in fairness, she would have had to burn down the house to defeat them. She had no sense of smell. I would come back from the foundry at the end of the day to find Ben’s window shut and the stench of the unemptied pisspot under the bed unbearable. Yet I hated her emptying the pisspots in the morning. She’d stick her thumb in all of them, and then make breakfast.

One of the reasons why Mrs Tinker could not smell urine was that there were so many other smells in the house. The smell of beer was awful. I never knew any woman drink such quantities; I think it was where my fifteen shillings went. She always had a jugful hidden behind the aspidistra in Ben’s room. There was also a sour, earthy smell, which was worse after rain. The house was always damp and cold.

The Cut was a cul-de-sac. At dawn, while scrambling to get dressed, I watched my neighbours pass my window on their way to work. Like myself, they went off to poorly paid jobs. They were hardened by poverty and misfortune. ‘Got to tike wot yer finds,’ they’d say. Some laboured at the gasworks, others on the docks as stevedores, riggers, ballast-heavers, or winchmen. There was also a chimney sweep, who cycled past wearing a tall hat, carrying his brushes. One little woman never passed without having to run back - I suspected a pot left on the stove. Sometimes I’d watch children skip and jump. They were small for their age and intense. ‘Punch and Judies [school inspectors] catches ’em and makes ’em go to school,’ said Ben. If I had the light on, the odd gawking face would peer in. Stark naked, I would gawk back at the two eyes frozen to the glass. I would see our neighbours again when they returned at night, flitting by like bats. On Saturday nights they would spruce up and head for the pub. Though the majority were steady, sober people, there were always one or two who returned drunk.

In time I became part of the street. I knew who was sick, who was not speaking to whom, who had illegitimate babies, and who was queer in the head. I knew who had died. You stood in your doorway when the cortège went past.

I got to know our next-door neighbour, hollow-cheeked, watery-eyed Mrs Wheeler, a little better than most. Her radio against my wall was always turned up to get maximum effect. She was a drinking companion of Mrs Tinker’s. Unrestrained by my presence, she would go into all the seedy gossip of the street. She had a passion for making a story larger than life - ‘filling in the corners’ she called it. She never imparted a spicy titbit without prefacing her comments with, ‘Wot I’m abaht to tell yer must stiy within these four walls.’

Sustained by ‘the spot of tiddly’, Mrs Wheeler was convinced that she would ‘larst a loiftoim’ - which was more than could be said for her family. Her husband and son had worked as wreckers. They’d lived a cat-like existence demolishing buildings all over London. She told me how her menfolk had stood and talked on top of a chimney before taking it down brick by brick. A high wind never bothered them. Other times they’d used dynamite. That’s where the Wheeler skill came in.

Having avoided accidents for a long time, their luck eventually ran out. Peter tumbled off a wall and finished up in a wheelchair; his father fell off a factory chimney. The street duly gave him a funeral full of dignity and respect. In this the Cockneys were like the poor of the North: they loved to squander on a funeral. Death was something special.

The Nicholls farther down the street worked on the wrong side of the law. The old man and two of his older sons had done time for what Ben called ‘dippin’ ’ or ‘shoot-flyin’ ’. The younger members picked the pockets of ladies; the more experienced picked the pockets of gentlemen. They looked perfectly respectable. Mr Nicholls boasted a gold watch chain and a sovereign across his waistcoat, but those presumably were not his. I’m sure they thought their thieving was honest work. ‘Too many wicked people abaht,’ Mr Nicholls used to say. Whenever a ‘grasshopper’ (a policeman) went past my window, the odds were he was on his way to the Nicholls.

‘Good neighbours, that’s what the Nicholls is,’ old man Tinker used to say. ‘They keeps a large family goin’ without  askin’ no one for nuffink. Keeps ’is family out of the institooshun, ’e do. And gentle they is. Tikes yer watch or yer wallet without ye knowin’ it. Down on gamblin’ and drink they is too.’

I’d never run into people like the Nicholls and I didn’t know what to make of them. I’d come from a community that condemned stealing, regardless of the circumstances. Later, when I learned about the wild, homicidal bullies who terrorised London’s underworld, I came to think of the Nicholls as relatively harmless.

The richest woman in The Cut was Pearly Lilly, an attractive blonde, who by plying her profession as a ‘bride’ among the nobs of the West End, earned more in a night than any of us earned in a week. ‘Oh my word, rich she is,’ said Mrs Tinker enviously. ‘Would like to see the inside of ’er purse, I would.’ Pearly Lilly was not ostracised as she would have been in the street where I was born. In The Cut people talked to her like they would to anybody else. She was the only one who could afford to come home in the early hours like a queen in a cab all to herself. Now that for us was living it up:

 
See her riding in a carriage, 
In the park and all so gay; 
All the nibs and nobby persons 
Come to pass the time of day.


 
I used to contrast Lilly’s attractiveness with the grimy face of her slovenly old mother.

Pearly Lilly was preferable to Mrs Bindy, who had a large number of children, but no husband. Where the husband had gone to, not even Mrs Wheeler knew. The woman was a professional beggar. The children could take off a blind or crippled child, as mute and pious as could be. I gave an involuntary shudder every time I saw her setting out with her brood.

I was shocked at the waywardness of some of my neighbours. I’d been brought up with a strict code of ethics; revival Methodism had drummed into us the difference between right and wrong. In Blackburn the Sabbath was a day of prayer - the trains did not run, and shops and cinemas were closed; even whistling was frowned upon. I had an awful sense of guilt the first time I went to see a film on a Sunday; it spoiled the show.

In Stratford, Sunday was deafening: children screamed, newspaper boys shouted ‘piper!’, radios blasted, and the Salvation Army band blared at the pub corner, accompanied by the crash of tambourines:

 
Here we suffer grief and pain 
Here we meet to part again 
In Heaven we part no more 
Oh, that will be joyful.


 
I don’t wonder that some churchmen preferred to make their conversions in Africa or in the West Indies. Only the tough ones remained in the East End trying to guide and guard their flock.

Sunday was the day I went exploring. I’d never seen so many colourful little shops - they were strung across the district like beads on a string. Everything was available to those with money. You couldn’t walk down a street without somebody trying to sell you something: ‘’Ere y’ are! Tyke yer chyce!’ Street vendors offered fish and chips (wrapped in greasy newspaper), roasted chestnuts, ‘taters - all ’ot!’, black puddings, pies, sausages and muffins, ice cream and soft drinks. Raw oysters were eaten on the spot with vinegar and pepper. With or without money, people swarmed. They were like floodwater, filling every space. I used to wonder where they all came from and where they went at night.
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