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BOOK ONE

True Stories of Vanished Times
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GRAINS OF TRUTH

 



 



 




 The most exciting sound in the world for me as a boy was the slow whoosh-whoosh of the big steam engine leaving Manchester Exchange Station for Rhyl in North Wales. Every year as summer neared I counted the days to when the whole family - six of us then - would escape the bleakness of Northern winters and take the train for a week at the seaside, buckets and spades in hand.

I was nearly twelve the summer I saw the bodies of the soldiers scattered about the sands.

The soldiers were so still, their clothing so torn, their faces so pale, they looked as if they had died where they fell. And yet they had escaped death, unlike thousands of their comrades left on the battlegrounds of northern France; thousands more were on their way to years in German internment camps. The men I saw were the lucky ones, a few hundred of the 198,229 of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) who just days before in May-June 1940 had fought their way to Dunkirk. Twenty-four hours earlier, these men had been on that other beach, being hammered from the air by Stuka dive bombers, strafed by the machine guns of Messerschmitts, rescue ships ablaze offshore, and every hour the German Panzers closing the ring. They were a forlorn group, unshaven, some in remnants of uniform, some in makeshift outfits of pyjamas and sweaters, not a  hat between them, lying apart from the rows of deckchairs and the Punch and Judy show and the pier and the ice-cream stands. Most of the men who were evacuated had been sent to bases and hospitals in the south of England, but several thousand had been put on trains to seaside resorts in North Wales, where there were Army camps and spare beds in the boarding houses. The bulk of the men sprawled on the Rhyl beach were members of the Royal Corps of Signals attached to artillery regiments; some sixty-four officers and 2,500 other ranks had been sent to the 2nd Signal Training Centre at Prestatyn, which shared six miles of sand with Rhyl.

 



When we set out for the family holiday, we had no idea that survivors of Dunkirk had just arrived in Rhyl. Nobody in Mrs McCann’s redbrick boarding house on the front said anything about the arrivals; they didn’t know and wartime censorship didn’t encourage people to talk anyway. Our first day on the beach I bullied my younger brothers - ten, four and going on two - into helping me build a huge wall of sand to keep out the advancing Irish Sea while Mum sat in a deckchair knitting and Dad read the newspaper. My father, a steam train driver, had worn himself out taking munitions trains through the blackness of wartime Britain, but he could never sit in a deckchair for long. He would inhale the salt air for ten minutes, then declare we should swim, kick a soccer ball or join an impromptu beach cricket match.

The next bright morning when I hoped to build a bigger, better sand wall, Dad was restive again. He suggested we should all go for a brisk walk along the sands to work up an appetite for Mrs McCann’s lunch. My mother and three brothers preferred to idle by the paddling pool, so with ill grace I fell in beside him. Not only could he not sit still for long, he was compulsively gregarious. Everyone else on the beach was getting on with their seaside relief from factory shifts and holding a family together in the stress of war. To my frustration, when we had gone beyond the pier Dad saw these sprawling clumps of men, isolated from the holiday crowds, and he walked along to find out who they were. I can see him now squatting among them, offering a cigarette here and there. At thirty-nine, he  must have been several years older than most of them, but you would never have known, so weary and haggard were they. I was always embarrassed by Dad’s readiness to strike up a conversation with strangers, but he moved among groups of the soldiers most of the morning and I tagged along.

We had been encouraged to celebrate Dunkirk as some kind of victory. A Daily Mirror front page I’d seen pinned up in our boarding house had the headline ‘Bloody Marvellous!’ How was it then Dad found nothing marvellous, only dejection, as he moved among them?

Only two years later, when my ambitions to be a newspaper reporter flowered, did I understand that Dad was doing what a good reporter would do. Asking questions. Listening. It never occurred to me to take a note, and write it up in my diary, but to this day I remember the sadness of the soldiers who had seen such havoc on that other beach and who knew, too, that they owed their lives to the countless acts of heroism of the rearguard who fought to the last man to keep open the escape corridor.

‘They said they had nothing to fight with,’ Dad told everyone back in the dining room that lunchtime. The men were not triumphant, he explained, as they were said to be - they were bewildered, bitter that the Maginot Line had proved useless because the Germans bypassed it by coming through Belgium, bitter with the French Army, bitter with the Royal Air Force they felt had left them so exposed to the Luftwaffe as they lined up on the beach and scrambled for the shallow-draft little boats that would take them to the bigger ships. (The histories suggest the French and the RAF both performed better than it seemed at the time, but misperceptions are the common currency of war.) The newspapers we’d seen had given the impression that the survivors couldn’t wait to get back into battle to avenge our defeat. Maybe thousands were, but not those prostrate on the Rhyl sands. Nor the dispirited men who, according to the historian Richard Collier in his 1961 history of Dunkirk, flung their rifles away after landing at Dover.

Dad’s account of the mood of the men compared well with the national archives records I checked years later. ‘We didn’t deserve the cheers,’ said Albert Powell, a truck driver, of their reception after  landing in Ramsgate before entraining for Rhyl. Bert Meakin, a gunner with the 51st Medium Regiment, was critical of the weapons they’d been given to hold back the Germans: ‘First World War six-inch howitzers on iron wheels, pretty useless really!’ His group fought south of the Somme, then were told it was every man for himself; they abandoned the howitzers in the woods. He arrived in Rhyl with a seven-day leave warrant but without a penny. Powell, a Royal Signals truck driver attached to 3rd Corps, Medium Artillery, got to La Panne on foot. ‘On the beaches we huddled together in the sand dunes for protection from the constant bombing and machine-gunning from the air. The bombing was ineffectual, just blowing up loads of sand, but the machine-gunning was another matter.’ Once Powell reached a boat, it was swamped by a dive bomber’s near miss and he was flung into the sea. He swam 50 yards, ‘arrived at the ship completely knackered and found myself hauled aboard’.

Looking back on my boyhood snapshot memory of the difference between what I read and what I saw, I often wondered if Dad and I were overly impressed with a first-hand experience, and hadn’t seen the woods for the trees. Dad talked, after all, to a tiny fraction of the evacuated soldiers (and surely newspaper reporters would have talked to hundreds?). So it was interesting to learn later that Winston Churchill got so worried at the presentation of the retreat as a triumph that he felt it necessary to remind everyone ‘wars are not won by evacuations’. Even more illuminating on the role of the press was Phillip Knightley’s authoritative account of war reporting in his book  The First Casualty, first published in 1975. Of Dunkirk, he wrote: ‘Above all, the stories stressed the high morale of the evacuated troops, itching to get back to France and into the fight again. It was not until the late 1950s and early 1960s - nearly twenty years after the event - that a fuller, truer picture of Dunkirk began to emerge.’ Alexander Werth, the Manchester Guardian correspondent, confessed that after the fall of France he felt guilty at the ‘soft soap’ he had been giving his readers.

 



The discordance between the waterfront and the front pages was bewildering, the first vague stirring of doubt about my untutored  trust in newspapers. As a kid in short trousers, I had hardly followed the events of the 1930s with the avidity with which I later read the histories, but I remember how troubled my father was on 3 September 1939 - Chamberlain’s declaration of war on Germany that morning was so contrary to what we had been insistently told by the Daily Express, the newspaper my parents took at home. The paper had reassured its millions of readers there would be no war, its front-page campaign slogan: ‘The Daily Express declares that Britain will not be involved in a European War this year, next year either’. Everyone believed it. And why not? The Express was then a brilliant broadsheet with a circulation of 3 million and a huge secondary readership. Most British homes were reached by one of the bigger newspapers: some 13 million read the Express newspapers, the Daily Mirror, News of the World and People in 1939 and 22 million by 1948. Newspapers played a crucial role in shaping public perceptions. As the social historian Richard Hoggart noted in his study of the working class at this time, people often used to say as evidence of disputed truth: ‘Oh, but it was in the papers.’

But what if you couldn’t trust a newspaper to tell the truth, and nothing but the truth? Which institution was more trustworthy, the state or the press? Later in adulthood, it was easier to understand how predictive headlines could turn out to be wrong than to reconcile what we experienced in Rhyl with the emphasis in what we read as fact. How did newspapers come to conclusions? Were they acting at the request of government? Was there a deliberate and widespread gloss on Dunkirk? Would that have been justified as a means of sustaining the nation’s morale at a crucial time? Should newspapers take account of such imperatives or just report things as they see them? How does a newspaper decide these things?

After a lifetime in newspapers, the same questions resonate with me. There were to be many times when I found that what was presented as a truth did not square with what I discovered as a reporter or, as an editor, learned from good shoe-leather reporters. This was not so much that deliberate lies were told (though they sometimes were) and not always to conceal a villainy: ‘In wartime,’ Churchill remarked, ‘truth is so precious that she should be attended by a  bodyguard of lies.’ We all understand in an age of terrorism that refraining from exposing a lie may be necessary for the protection of innocents. But ‘national interest’ is an elastic concept that if stretched can snap with a sting. When, in the early 1970s, the Sunday Times  began reporting the anger building among the Catholic minority in Northern Ireland, a group of Conservative MPs invoked the national interest to demand that we stop. They came to tell me, as the paper’s editor, that it was ‘treasonable’ to continue. Actually, the real offence was failing to give Northern Ireland full attention in the early 1960s when the violence was incubated.

A commoner issue than outright lying is that people of good faith resent facts that run contrary to their beliefs and assumptions. The nineteenth-century American humorist Josh Billings said it best: ‘It ain’t ignorance that causes all the trouble in this world. It’s the things people know that ain’t so.’ No institution has a monopoly of vice in these matters - not governments, not trade unions, not company heads, not lawyers, not academia, nor the press for that matter. In what came to be known as the thalidomide affair in Britain, children were born with deformities - a shortened arm, or no arm at all, or no leg, or completely limbless - because the mother had taken a prenatal drug prescribed by the National Health Service. They were left to endure their ordeal without help or compensation, a shocking situation that persisted for a decade because the government and the lawyers representing the families alike assumed the children had been the victims of an unforeseeable disaster. The lawyers sincerely believed they were making the best of a bad case; but the argument for adequate compensation, properly investigated by the Sunday Times, was overwhelming. Revealing it brought furious lawsuits, led by the government of the day, with the Attorney General accusing me and the newspaper of contempt of court, punishable by a jail sentence.

Independent reporting has a history of provoking denunciation. Take the legend that ‘unpatriotic’ reporters lost Vietnam. It doesn’t stand up to serious examination. Print and TV supportively reported the war in the context of Cold War ideology; they wanted the US to win. What maddened them were the little deceptions of the US, the hubris of its generals, the corrupt incompetence of the South  Vietnamese establishment, and the way the political military bureaucracy deceived itself into telling Washington what it wanted to hear. The corrective correspondents did a real service; and too many of them were killed doing it. Similarly, early in the Iraq war the Bush administration charged that the reporters on the ground were being lazy, foolish, cowardly and unpatriotic for reporting that the country was on a vicious downward spiral. It was. The administration deceived itself and no good came of that. Indeed, a more accurate charge against the press on Iraq would not be that it was unpatriotic after the war began but that it wasn’t patriotic enough before. Faced with a secretive administration bent on war come what may, and a popular clamour for post-9/11 revenge, the press forsook its true function. The real national interest required the most searching examination of the reasons for sending thousands to their deaths, and it did not get it.

The epiphany on Rhyl beach shook my faith in the printed word, but it did not make me averse to newspapers. On the contrary, as I entered my teens I grew ever more eager to involve myself in their mysteries. Newspapers were clearly more important and more fascinating than I had imagined, reporting more than a matter of stenography. But how was I to become a reporter and learn the newspaper trade? I was a working-class boy who had already been branded a failure, having failed to qualify for grammar school. Was I reaching too far? Was I really fit for the work? What were the pitfalls, the ethical dilemmas and the traps I could barely imagine? How could I equip myself to decode the complex, ever-changing, thrillingly dynamic mosaic of live news, and bring it to the public with the raw integrity of truth?

So began my paper chase.




2

GETTING UP STEAM

 



 



 




When I was three years old I was expected to die of pneumonia. My first fevered memory of life is staring at the coloured counting beads of an abacus at the side of the narrow bed where I was confined in a room with the curtains drawn.

I was born in the summer of 1928 in one of the long rows of two-up, two-down terraced houses off the Liverpool Road, Patricroft, Eccles, part of the sprawl of the cities of Salford and Greater Manchester, and raised in the L. S. Lowry landscape of bent stick figures scurrying past sooty monuments of the industrial revolution. The Renshaw Street houses were so narrow that people shook their heads about how hard it was to get a coffin down the staircase.

Until antibiotics became widely available in England at the end of the 1930s, one in twenty infants died - mostly from pneumonia, meningitis, diphtheria and tuberculosis. TB was always referred to in a whisper as ‘the consumption, you know. They’ll never rear him’; indeed, it carried off my cousin Freddy around the time I had pneumonia.

During that family crisis, my mother was up half the night nursing my brother, who had whooping cough; my father was working nights. I was mostly nursed by a neighbour, Mrs Amy Roberts, who lived opposite us, had some nursing experience, and volunteered to  sit with me through the nights of fever. In 1978, after I’d become known as a journalist, Amy told the Eccles Journal that when she visited my distraught mother she found: ‘Harold had been put to bed with whooping cough he had caught from his brother, but was lying on his back, which is dangerous for a sick child.’ She added: ‘Harold was a very tiny child with a small peaky face and was too weak to be bothered with anything. He did perk up towards the end of the week but even then he was very shy.’

The shyness is at odds with family folklore from when I was two. My mother, on a walk through a local park, parked my baby carriage behind a bench at the duck pond while she chatted with other young mothers. When she turned to go, my carriage was empty. The consensus among the calmest of the young women consoling my mother was that her blue-eyed son had been seized by an international gang of baby smugglers and was even then on his way across the Channel. In fact, the guilty party was happily ensconced in another baby carriage. I had undone my harness and climbed unseen from my own pram into another where eventually I was found cuddling a baby girl.

My brother Fred, who became the keeper of the family history, told me I was actually nursed through the pneumonia by another good neighbour, Mrs ‘Matt’ (Matthew) Newstead, the wife of my father’s best friend, which is how my second name came to be Matthew. Perhaps the two women took turns at my bedside. In any event, there are people who feel they both have a lot to answer for.

 



My grandfather, John Evans, was born in 1854 at Llanrhaeadr-ym-Mochnant in Montgomeryshire, a little village in mid-Wales, where the Bible was first translated into Welsh. He left school when he was nine years old to run errands for platelayers mending railway tracks around Crewe railway junction, the gateway to the North of England. (Compulsory schooling to fourteen was enacted only in 1918.) He later married Sarah Jane Collins, a girl eleven years his junior from Church Minshull, Cheshire, who gave birth to my father on 1 August 1900. She failed to register his birth within the six weeks required and so, fearful of prosecution, she registered  Frederick Evans as having been born fifteen days later, on 21 August. In this manner, my father acquired a distinction shared with the Queen - two birthdays, and we never knew which to celebrate.

Grandfather John sustained his family in a rented cottage in the village of Coppenhall, Cheshire, in North-West England by repairing shoes and cutting hair at the end of his day’s work on the railway. My father told me: ‘He saved halfpennies so that we’d have Christmas stockings. Mine always had a twopenny mouth organ, an apple, a nut, and a shiny new penny. Nobody had a radio. It hadn’t been invented. On Christmas night, we blew out the candles and sat around telling ghost stories.’ Every Christmas in my own childhood, whatever else was in our stockings, there was always an apple, a nut and a shiny new penny.

My father had little formal education. His father had none: a family secret we didn’t learn for fifty years. In 1981, when I was editing The Times of London, the paper was delivered to a cottage I had in Shoreham, Kent, where Dad and Mum were taking a break; Dad was recovering from a heart attack he’d had while visiting us. ‘You know, Harold, it’s a rum thing,’ he said, opening the paper. ‘What would people say if they knew the man editing this newspaper is the grandson of a man who couldn’t read a word of it?’

I had six very different aunts and uncles from Dad’s brothers and sisters. One of them, Wild Jack, was a gambler who lost everything betting on horses. The other older brother, Albert, was a railway chief detective superintendent who slept in freight cars to catch thieves. Dick was a house painter and Len a very quiet fisherman who didn’t seem to have any work. Dad’s two sisters were opposites in temperament. Aunt Beattie, the toughest of all my father’s family, married a younger widowed farmer in Oswestry near the Welsh border and ruled him and the kids with a rod of iron. Mild Aunt Maggie, the youngest and plumpest in the family, helped in a shop in a back street in Crewe, and always fed me sweets when we visited; my first sexual thrill at the age of ten was when her teenage daughter, and her giggling friend in another bed in the same room, teased me about what might happen to ‘little Harold’ if they came in with  me. In retrospect, I regret they lost their nerve, but at the time I was terrified. They seemed like fully grown women to me, though they were probably around fourteen.

My mother, Mary Hannah (known to all as Polly), was one of thirteen children of whom, so far as I could discover, only three survived to adulthood. She was born in Stockport, Cheshire, in 1904, the daughter of Lucy Haselum (née Murray), which gave us a tinge of Irish blood to mix with the Welsh: the Murrays were connected to the Collinses. Grandmother Lucy’s father captained ferry boats making the run from Merseyside to Ireland. My mother left school at the age of twelve, and helped the family budget by chopping firewood in Eccles. At thirteen, she was clattering down the street in clogs on the way to the card room of the local cotton mill. Her older sister, named ‘Big’ Eva to distinguish her from her daughter and my cousin ‘Little’ Eva, married a cobbler who had lost a leg in the First World War; her younger brother, Arnold, was a dashing engineer and a Merchant Navy officer in the Second World War.

My mother always had ambitions for a better life. Childhood measles and scarlet fever left her without a sense of smell and her hearing deteriorated in her thirties, but she never complained. Not only did she manage to bring up four boys with equal affection - five if you include Dad, who was lost without her - in time she started a business that thrived on their relationship.

My father was the optimist, my mother was the worrier. She had a habit, when sitting in an armchair, of repeatedly running her hand along the fabric, smoothing it out in a rhythmic manner that Richard Hoggart perceived (rightly I think) as an effort by working-class women of that generation to smooth out their anxieties. Unlike my gregarious father, she never struck up a conversation with strangers, never talked politics. She reserved her energies for figuring out a future for everyone in the family. She hugged us and cared for us - all of us, including Dad - through accidents and sicknesses; even when I had tonsils removed at eighteen, she busied herself bringing to the sickbed every day some concoction of egg and brandy with a mystery ingredient I thought might be brown beef-sauce. It seemed to work.

Dad had not much of a better start in life than his father, punished like so many bright boys for being born poor. He was a good all-round student, top of his class in arithmetic, and picked for advancement to high school in Crewe, but the family needed him to become a wage earner, so schooling ended when he was eleven. At thirteen he stoked the furnaces making steel at Crewe Works. ‘It was a rotten time,’ he remembered. ‘We had no electricity in the countryside at Coppenhall; in winter we got up at four-thirty to light the fire, thaw the taps. I ran the mile or two to Crewe to get there for six, just in time for a cup of sweet tea and a bun.’

In 1916, he volunteered for the Royal Flying Corps, passed some tests and was downcast when they found out he was sixteen, not the seventeen he claimed, and therefore too young. The war ended before he could be sent to the trenches, but he joined the Territorial Army. For a time, he trained as a boxer, modelling his footwork on a legendary flyweight world champion hardened in a Welsh coal mine, the skinny, 5-foot-2 Jimmy Wilde. Dad put boxing gloves on all his four boys, one at a time encouraging us to take a swing at him and to learn to dodge and weave. ‘A good little ’un will always beat a big ’un,’ Dad assured us. It was one of his aphorisms I preferred not to test on the back streets of Newton Heath where I collected enough bloody noses simply protecting my marbles from predators.

My father was a bit of a puzzle about martial matters. He was the least belligerent of men but he loved military ceremonies like the changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace and spoke of John Philip Sousa’s marching music with almost the same reverence as he accorded a run down the wing by his idol on the football field, Stanley Matthews, the wizard of dribble. In his spick and span time in the Territorial Army, he learned to beat out an impressive tattoo on a kettledrum; he practised it for years on the panel of our bedroom doors when we were slow to get up for school.

 



My mother was nineteen and my father twenty-three when they met at the ‘monkey run’, as everyone called the Saturday evening dance at a social club on Liverpool Road. The stylish wedding picture of the slim, elegant couple at Patricroft Parish Church in September  1924 belies the bleakness from which they emerged. The newlyweds had to squeeze into a tiny house at 39 Renshaw Street with Granny Haselum and her dying husband Adam, a labourer in a chemical factory.

My mother and father were lucky in a way. They had jobs when they married. Three million Britons did not. My father had been taken on by the London, Midland and Scottish Railway (LMS) to clean steam engines and my mother had the cotton mill job until I was born. They were then wholly dependent on my father not being sacked. The fear that they might have to go down to the labour exchange to register for unemployment money from the government filled them both with horror; they had a prideful revulsion at taking ‘dole money’ that was still vivid in their minds when I was a teenager and they were secure. They radiated a quiet confidence that they were giving us a better start than they had. ‘I’ll see you never wear clogs,’ Mum said often - and always with uncharacteristic fierceness. They both took it for granted their boys would climb Everest. ‘The railway’s not for you,’ Dad told each of his four boys.

They saved every penny in Renshaw Street, and with the birth of a second child (my brother Fred in October 1929) they rented an airier, better-built house, one of a row at 14 May Street, Munton.

It was just across Liverpool Road, but it was a different world. On Renshaw Street you were in the living room as soon as you crossed the doorstep, so much so that families were judged by how freshly sanded they kept that front doorstep. On May Street, Mum didn’t have to kneel every morning at the front door with a bucket of hot water and a pumice stone: now we had a gate, we had a tiny front garden, we had leaves. In fact, after the abacus my earliest memory is of the leaves on privets. To my young eye, being wheeled to a nursery school where we all had cots for afternoon naps, the neighbourhood of May Street was a corridor of privet hedges - moats to the semi-detached castles of the English lower orders. Horticulturists value Ligustrum ovalifolium for its ability to survive industrial pollution; the self-consciously respectable working class in which I grew up cared more about preserving privacy than combating the then little-appreciated effects of pollution. How sedulously they  tended their Ligustra defences against prying eyes! Such was the prevalence of the question, ‘What will the neighbours think?’ that I got the idea God had planted busybodies as prolifically as privets.

 



My father was a genius with numbers. If you named a date five, twenty, thirty-seven years ahead, in a flash he’d tell you what day of the week it would be. Or tell him the date of your birth and he’d name the day you were born. I never knew him to get it wrong and I never knew how he did it.

At work on the railway, he became a legend among workmates - ‘a ruddy marvel’ - for being able to calculate in his head what any one of them was due in his pay packet at the end of a string of complexly different wage rates and irregular hours. The first railwayman who took him at his word got a brusque reception at the ‘gaffer’s’ office until they discovered they had indeed short-changed him. This happened so often that when a worker took the pay slip back to the cashier and said: ‘Freddie Evans says it is five pennies out,’ they’d pay it without argument. Ken Law, a Manchester steam fireman, recalls encountering my father at the Newton Heath rail depot’s large glass casement that displayed all the assignments of some thirty or more Links (groups of drivers, firemen, cleaners), each Link with twelve weeks’ work in it. ‘If you stopped for a word, he would suddenly amaze you by telling you that Number 3 Link had four hours’ more night rate in twelve weeks’ work than Number 5 Link, or that Number 2 Link had more Sundays than Number 7 Link and so on. It was no effort. Freddie could work out these statistics just in his head while he waited to be given his engine number. Few could do it today even with the aid of a pocket calculator. Of course nobody had those then. We had Freddie Evans.’

In his middle years Dad experimented with the laws of chance. ‘Gambling is a mug’s game’ was his mantra, derived from the experiences of his crazy older brother Jack. Among working men, all sorts of foolproof betting ‘systems’ enjoyed brief vogues, all ending in disaster, so Mum was fearful when Dad said he had devised a mathematical system for betting on greyhounds. Off he went to the track in Salford with four pounds. He lost it all.

He was depressed, but he knew why his scheme had failed. ‘I’m sorry, Polly, I got greedy,’ he told my mother. Henceforth it was his iron rule that once he had won a pound he walked off the track. His railway hours did not allow him to go as often as he would have liked, but month after month, year after year, he won his pound and came home, eventually accumulating enough to pay for every family summer holiday.

He didn’t impose any kind of regimentation on his boys, so I didn’t associate him with discipline. But he was disciplined with himself, apart from being unable to control an appetite for conversation. In his mid-forties he suddenly decided to give up smoking because prices went up. ‘That’s my last cigarette,’ he said one day, and it was. I’d tried a few cigarettes with our street band of boys. We collected discarded ends called ‘dimps’ and rolled the tobacco into hand-made cigarettes for secret group smokes. A few puffs made me cough and I never touched cigarettes again.

My father’s phenomenal numeracy was of no interest to the railway company then, nor in the 1950s and 1960s to nationalized British Railways which had swallowed the LMS. However conscientiously a cleaner, fireman or driver performed, however well they did in tests, whatever ideas on efficiency they put forward, however long they served with distinction, however much they were esteemed by their peers, they could never hope to achieve advancement into the officer class of supervisors and above. That was ordained by the hierarchies of class.

The question I asked myself often about my parents was what they might have done if they’d had a real chance. Like millions of others, they’d been held back from birth by the belief among the ruling elites that education could do nothing for the working class - nor should it. The Liberal party in power after the First World War set about introducing universal secondary education to the age of sixteen, reducing classroom sizes below sixty and opening a door to universities, but the Tories dominant after 1922 - the hardliners, not all of them - abruptly reversed the progress. Growing up, I got bored when Dad went on and on about ‘the Geddes axe’, not realizing then how frontal an assault it had been on any hope of equality of opportunity.

Sir Eric Geddes (Lord Inchcape), a Tory grandee and Minister of the Crown and a former manager of the North-East Railway Company, had a predictable contempt for the working class. It expressed itself most nakedly in his advice to Parliament not to waste money giving poor children a secondary education - ‘children whose mental capabilities do not justify it’ was the way he put it in the report of his committee examining public expenditure. This was unappealing as rhetoric; it was appalling as policy. It was exactly the wrong prescription when Britain was suffering from chronic over-reliance on unskilled labour in declining industries. Naturally it was greeted with applause in the press, just as was Winston Churchill’s disastrous return to the gold standard in 1925 which priced British exports out of world markets. The conviction of the conventional wisdom in press and politics was that if it hurt, it must be good for you. Those who were most hurt, of course, were not the advocates of salvation by masochism. They were the coal miners, factory hands and shipbuilders who endured wage cuts, longer hours and lockouts.

Recollection of my father’s dim view of Churchill pains me, since like millions of others I came to see Churchill as a hero for his wartime leadership. From the perspective of the 1920s, however, my father’s attitude was justified. It was hard to forgive the consequences of Churchill’s gold standard blunder, his ill-fated assault on Gallipoli, nor his virulence in the General Strike of 1926, a failed attempt to stop a reduction in coal miners’ wages. He edited the government newspaper the British Gazette, which attacked the miners and persistently printed foolish fabrications, assuring Londoners, for instance, that buses and trains were running near to normal when, having to walk to work, they knew they weren’t. When later in my career I took a look at the record, I was shocked at the distortions coated in hysteria and shoved down the throat of the public. (The fledgling BBC also was hardly a beacon, suppressing anything that might help the strikers, including a conciliatory appeal from the Archbishop of Canterbury.) Even the Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin and the government’s commissioner in charge of information, L. C. Davidson, were alarmed at Churchill’s reckless conduct. Davidson wrote later that Churchill and his ally Lord Birkenhead  were ‘absolutely mad . . . he [Winston] had it firmly in his mind that everyone who was out of work was a Bolshevik; he was most extraordinary and never have I listened to such poppycock and rot.’ Churchill simply allowed political passion to swamp journalistic principle.

The distrust carried over into the darkening 1930s, when Churchill was so valiant in his efforts to awaken Britain to the menace of Nazi Germany. Dad called him a ‘warmonger’, a common perception among his mates. They were quietly patriotic but disillusioned by the First World War, the heady parades through the streets, the senseless slaughter that hit every family, the slow realization, as the histories filtered down, that the men marching off so proudly had been sacrificed by stupidity and that the war itself was just a terrible accident. Daily at work Dad passed a memorial to the twenty-seven local railwaymen who did not come back from Gallipoli and the Somme:
Forget us O Land for which we fell  
May it go well for England, still go well?  
Keep her proud banner without blot or stain  
Lest we may dream that we have died in vain.





The wretched years of appeasement have to be understood in that context; men like my father had no faith in ‘that talking matchstick’ Neville Chamberlain, but nor did they have any enthusiasm for a rerun of 1914-18. Dad was by no means a pacifist, though the Labour party lessons in history and geography he had taken had made him otherwise a disciple of Jimmy Maxton, a militant Scottish socialist and pacifist who was elected to Parliament in 1922 - an admiration later shared by Maxton’s biographer, Prime Minister Gordon Brown. What really inspired my father was faith in the brotherhood of man, a characteristic he shared with the giant who walked the full length of ‘the world’s longest platform’ at Manchester Exchange Station to shake hands with the footplate crew who had brought him safely to his destination. The passenger was Paul Robeson, who was finally free to tour outside America  after eight years of being denied a renewal of his passport. In the Cold War hysteria of the time, it had been judged treasonable for Robeson to have said: ‘Our will to peace is strong. We shall not make war on anyone. We shall not make war on the Soviet Union.’ The egalitarianism of Robeson’s handshake appealed to my father; certainly it was something no British political leader of the era would have dreamed of doing.

Robeson, like my father, had a romantic view of the Soviet Union. Dad believed that it exemplified Karl Marx’s slogan ‘From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs’, an illusion fostered by Sidney and Beatrice Webb’s 1935 book Soviet Communism: a New Civilization? read by my father in Labour party and trade union courses. Dad was as unaware as millions of others of Stalin’s mass murders. Nor was Dad of revolutionary disposition. When I got him to talk about his part in the General Strike of 1926, I said he must have felt bitter when it was broken. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I didn’t feel bitter. I just felt sorry for the way the miners were let down.’

 



The job my father had when I was born, Engine Cleaner, was a bigger deal than it sounds. It was the first rung on a very long but very coveted ladder to becoming a locomotive driver.

Train drivers were an aristocracy among the working classes. They had a job for life, the social esteem that came with security, and better-than-average pay. The downside was that the job was brutally hard in its physical and mental demands. The hours of work were horrible - 2 a.m. one week, 3 p.m. the next, then 5 a.m. another week. It was a matter of pride to my father that he never needed the knocker-up to rap on the window with his long pole (a long-gone profession from the days when alarm clocks were uncommon). But the shifts meant that week to week we were asleep when he was up and he was asleep when we were up.

The railway historian Frank McKenna observed that ‘the eyes of a footplateman appear to be a decade younger than the rest of his physique’. Dad’s were striking, deep in his sockets. Perfect eyesight and physical fitness were demanded of an Engine Cleaner as of the  driver. A slight fall-off in the eyesight test, a hint of colour blindness or physical limitation, and a driver would be demoted to sweeping the sheds, or shunting wagons in a freight yard or cleaning lavatories, or dismissed altogether. Dad was so sensitive about his fine vision that he would not hear of it when as a teenager I thought I was becoming short-sighted. I was, but he was in a state of denial I didn’t understand at the time. Now I see that the eye-rolling exercises I picked up from a book by an Indian doctor would have alarmed anyone.

Every schoolboy then might have wanted to be an engine driver, but there was no glamour in the first step. On his night shift, among other dirty jobs, Dad as an Engine Cleaner had to go under the engine and climb into the dark belly of the beast to oil the big ends of the pistons, fearfully trusting that nobody would move the engine (as occasionally some lunatic did). It was several years of this before he was tested for work on the footplate (that is in the open cab), first qualifying as a Passed Cleaner, which carried the prospect of some turns as a fireman. What back-breaking work! I have a mental picture of my father coming home, exhausted from an all-night firing job on a goods train, keeping a foothold on the rocking engine while hour after hour shovelling coal from the tender, maybe six tons of it, and hurling it through the small firehole into the right places in the firebox to raise the necessary steam pressure. ‘Where’s my steam?’ was the yell no fireman wanted to hear from the driver.

In time, the Passed Cleaner could hope to become a Red Ink Fireman, on the footplate for a few months; then, all being well, a Black Ink Fireman, on the rosters for regular firing; and finally Passed Fireman, tested to drive any train in his depot. As a Red Ink Driver he would be on the roster for driving in holiday periods, and then, eventually, a Black Ink Driver, the top of the ladder. No other craft or profession exacted such a lengthy ‘apprenticeship’. Dad carefully annotated the details of every driving turn he acquired. It typically took at least twenty years to get there. ‘Dead man’s shoes,’ said Dad.

A driver could not take a train on a route until he knew its every particularity - the siting of every signal, the sounds and shadows that  might guide him in fog and snowstorm when visibility was near zero, the shape of every curve in the track, the length and darkness of every tunnel, the trickiness of every ascent where extra steam and sand might be needed, the location of every set of points where they might be switched to a different line. They called this familiarization ‘learning the road’ and Dad learned many roads, rattling most happily along the North Wales coast where many years later at Bluebell Wood cemetery at Coed Bell in Prestatyn he was to find his final resting place.

Drivers and firemen were subject to strict military discipline and it was easy to see why. A railwayman who did not read, memorize and follow the hundreds of regulations in the precious Rule Book risked his own life, his workmates’ and the lives of several hundred passengers. Dad knew the Rule Book back to front. In the kitchen, testing himself, he’d ask questions rhetorically: What do you do with a runaway train on a hill or a train slipping back? How in an emergency do you signal to the guard at the back of the train? If you pass through facing points on to a curve what is the safe speed? What if you have to run backwards? What’s the right thing to do if there’s an obstruction on the line, an uprooted sleeper, a snowdrift? If you run out of steam, what lights do you lay down on the track and where? The work ethic was puritanical - clean overalls, no drink, no swearing, no smoking on duty, and no tolerance for misdemeanours. If he was ten minutes late at the sheds, he risked being sent home with the warning that next time he’d be fired. I remember a railway inspector coming to our house to see if Dad had taken home one of the high-quality hand rags issued to footplate crews for oiling work. He hadn’t. He knew better.

We worried about my father’s daily risks. Usually, he came home chuckling over some incident. It was ominous when he didn’t:

‘What’s the matter, Dad?’

‘Something terrible.’

‘But what?’

‘Bad accident.’

‘What kind of accident?’

‘Finish your tea.’

We’d eventually discover that a platelayer had lost a leg, a shunter had been crushed between wagons, a fireman had been scalded, a driver had been killed walking across a track to check a frozen signal. His own most common affliction was grit in the eye, looking out of his open cab at speed: there was no protective eye shield for footplatemen.

He tried to educate his union, the Associated Society of Locomotive Engineers and Firemen, not always to campaign for wage increases but to aim for medical benefits and for decent pensions, pointing out that an extra shilling or two now would be better invested for retirement. But he could never persuade them, so when he did retire his pension after fifty years was seven shillings a week (about £3 at today’s values).

 



In the early 1930s, the composition of the manpower at the LMS Newton Heath sheds, way across the other side of Manchester, offered a better prospect of graduating from Passed Cleaner to Red Ink Fireman. Newton Heath was a very big depot with more than 200 locomotives. Also of some relevance was Dad’s passion for football; he never saw a ball he didn’t want to dribble around an imaginary fullback, and scorning players who could not shoot with both feet, drilled us hard on that. Naturally, he liked the idea that Newton Heath loco sheds were the birthplace of a football team - not any old team but The Heathens, a bunch of railwaymen who managed to get into the Football League, nearly went bankrupt, then did rather better after 1902 when they changed their name to Manchester United.

Dad at once applied for a transfer to Newton Heath. He and my mother took the plunge of putting down all their savings as a deposit on a £300 house a few miles from the railway sheds, their first time out of rented accommodation. It was a barely finished, semi-detached place at 54 Ashworth Street, a new estate close to Manchester City’s wooded Brookdale Park, famed for its birds, grasslands and Victorian bandstand; many were the times irate park-keepers chased Fred and me for getting into the park by climbing the iron railings instead of walking ten minutes to the park entrance.  Our new house was right on the edge of open countryside and farms. In the days before the war, a farmer in pony and trap came round early in the morning selling milk he ladled out of a big churn strapped to the trap; in the summer everyone joined in haymaking.

This was the place where for more than twenty years my three brothers and I, sleeping two to a bed, grew up. All our fun was very much home-made - marbles, yo-yos, hopscotch, tag, whipping a spinning top along the street. Fred and I would go out to the big paved space at the three-way junction where our house stood to stage a cricket match with a rival street, using a tennis ball and a gas lamppost for a wicket. In winter, we made long ice-slides, and when it snowed Dad hammered together crude sleds, lining the runners with metal from discarded tins of Heinz beans. I collected scrap lead, boiled it on the kitchen stove and used clay impressions of tin soldiers to create armies for battles with cannons firing matchsticks. From a smelly works along the Rochdale Canal we ‘lifted’ bits of ebonite tubing for pea-shooter contests. We were manic competitors in everything with all the kids in the street, but most of all in completing cigarette-card series of soccer teams, cricketers, kings, aircraft, cars, wars and film stars.

Very occasionally we’d test our parents’ good temper by venturing into enemy territory to engage in running stone-throwing battles with kids from other streets in Newton Heath, everyone scattering at the sight of the angry red face of the pot-bellied Police Constable Robinson; he had a truncheon and lived opposite our school, Brookdale Park Elementary.

Communal good will prevailed, though, every November 5th, when Guy Fawkes brought our neighbourhood together. After 300 years there wasn’t any lingering resentment of Captain Fawkes for trying to blow up Parliament in 1605 - quite a few in 1936 thought it was a great idea - but the passage of time hardly lessened the appetite for a bonfire feast of baked potatoes, boiled ham and cheese, treacle tart, toffee apples and parkin accompanied by fireworks and sing-song. Fred and I enthroned a stuffed, bearded effigy of the conspirator in a cart made from old carriage wheels and begged around for ‘a penny for the Guy’ to be spent on fireworks.  Every household made a contribution to the blaze, which lasted past midnight fuelled by logs from the fields, broken-down settees and chairs, and our ‘Guy Fawkes’ on top, exploding with firecrackers. I can still smell the cordite.

Mum and Dad gave their four sons warm encouragement at every stage. They were devoted to each other, too, but they didn’t let it show. None of my brothers can recall any cross words between them - nor any show of open affection. I don’t think I ever saw them embrace or kiss. But if Dad was there to help Mum with the dishes after supper, sometimes we’d hear him attempt the lilting lyric of the music hall song ‘If you were the only girl in the world, and I was the only boy’.

He was moved by music from America. My nostalgic ear catches now the innocence of the refrain of ‘Home on the Range’ which Dad puff-cheeked out of his mouth organ. He wished he had been born in Wyoming, not Crewe, so he would sit at our kitchen fireplace imagining he was playing it by a prairie campfire under the stars before rolling up in his horse blanket, his saddle for a pillow. Sometimes he sang it to us: ‘Oh give me a home where the buffalo roam, where the deer and the antelope play, where seldom is heard a discouraging word, and the skies are not cloudy all day.’


He wanted us to appreciate the harmony of Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald singing ‘Rose Marie’ in the film about Canadian Mounties, the majesty of Paul Robeson’s ‘Ol’ Man River’, the romance of Stephen Foster’s ‘Camptown Races’. When we were toddlers, he would us hold on his knee and give an unsteady version of Al Jolson from the movie The Singing Fool, which came out the year I was born: ‘Climb upon my knee, sonny boy. You’ve no way of knowing, there’s no way of showing, what you mean to me, sonny boy.’ He took the words to heart. I grew up when boys were regularly beaten by their fathers. There was only one occasion when he took a strap to my backside - for playing with matches.

My parents were affectionate, but they were reticent - no, downright obscure - about anything to do with sex. My worldlier younger brother claimed superior knowledge, but until I was about ten I sincerely believed that babies were delivered in the little black  Gladstone bags that doctors carried. That doesn’t say much for my powers of observation, since my mother had by then carried another brother to term.

The only hint that my parents were aware of the hormonal turmoil of teenage life was a book - from the Boy Scouts I think - on the awful consequences of masturbation, which just happened to be left lying around and of course caused immediate and unmentionable panic among us boys. We subsequently struggled between the Boy Scout reign of terror and a Naturist magazine featuring sepia nudes that was slipped to me in an exercise book at school.

Nowadays my father would be considered a prude. Mother’s brother Arnold, who looked like Clark Gable and rode a fast motorcycle, once began to tell Dad a risqué joke, and then had the sense to stop when Dad’s face dropped. He liked the kind of riddles stuffed in Christmas crackers, music hall impersonations and idiomatic radio sketches of Northerners coping with the frustrations of their lives. Ken Law told me: ‘If you met your Dad in the very early hours of a cold damp frosty morning or in the middle of a rain-lashed railway shed yard, he’d always come up with something funny.’

Never would it require the prop of a profanity. He’d ‘damn’ and ‘blast it’ but I can’t recall him saying ‘bloody’ and indeed the effing and blinding that is the vernacular today was not then a feature of respectable working-class speech in the North.

Most of all, my father liked telling daft stories about himself and the family loved to have him act them out. One night, he told us, he went to a rough working men’s club to collect a small debt. He climbed to the top of the stairs. ‘When I got to the top there was no light and I could just make out the shadowy figure standing there. I said: “Hello, I’ve come to see a friend of mine.” He didn’t reply so I told him again. And he stood there saying nothing, so I took another step forward and so did he! I thought - he’s coming for me.’

And at this point Dad, who was no more than 5’ 6” but muscled from all that coal-shovelling, would hunch into a boxing stance.

‘I was such a fool!’ he explained. ‘There was a big mirror at the top of the stairs. I was talking to myself! I’d been misled because I’d done something I don’t normally do - wear a hat!’

He was indeed a creature of habit; we knew the ending, but we hooted with laughter every time he told the story in exactly the same way. We were part of the performance and his performance, like good theatre, always seemed fresh, as if he was discovering it for himself for the first time.

Rituals were a big part of our happy family life. Mum tossed pancakes on Shrove Tuesday, baked treacle toffee for the bonfires on Guy Fawkes Night, hid eggs at Easter, and made sure that the first person to enter the house after midnight on 31 December carried a piece of coal for good luck.

Most of all, on occasional Saturday nights Mum and Dad enjoyed opening the house to relatives and neighbours for cold meat and pie suppers and games pitting teams of adults and kids in musical chairs, charades, bobbing for toffee apples, blind man’s bluff, scavenger hunts, memory games, and on and on through a repertoire filled with excitement and laughter.

My father was enthusiastic about his quaint ceremonial rituals at club nights in the working men’s fraternal association, the Royal Antediluvian Order of Buffaloes, the ‘Buffs’. (Dad would have joined the Freemasons if anyone had asked him.) In my adolescence I dreaded occasions when we moved into the company of strangers. He would always open a conversation while I curled up in embarrassment and affected not to be with him. For me, Dad on holiday at breakfast in the dining room of a seaside boarding house was a recipe for importing anxiety by the bucketful. He would make the opening sally to the family at the next table and vistas opened on an infinity of world controversies while we fretted to get out to the beach before it rained. Without Mum’s giving him a kick under the table, we’d have been stuck for the day.

 



Writing about my parents and their role, I realize how easy it is, just as it was in her lifetime, to allow Mum’s more contained personality to become subsumed under memories of Dad’s magical ebullience. But it was Mum’s down-to-earth practicality and native intelligence that were key to a rise in the family fortunes. The girl who had started in a mill in clogs developed an entrepreneurial streak.

Our house at 54 Ashworth Street was on the edge of open fields and farmland stretching for miles in the direction of Daisy Nook, a sweet valley of woods and water, and hills dominated by Hartshead Pike, where the druids, we were told, made sacrifices and the Romans lit beacons to warn local garrisons of heathens on the prowl. At Easter, more pacific modern hordes made the trek to Daisy Nook for a big annual fair, but every weekend there was a steady flow of ramblers passing our door for picnics at Daisy Nook and boating on the adjacent Crime Lake. Often they’d knock on our door and ask if we could give them a glass of water. My mother obliged. There were so many knocks at the door she came up with the idea that she would make lemonade and sell it for a halfpenny a glass. She sold it all and ambitions soared.

My parents walked two miles to Rothwell Street and asked to see Antonio and Fred Sivori, who owned a little ice cream factory. The Sivori brothers had their own horse-drawn ‘ice cream parlour travelling the streets of Newton Heath’, but Dad persuaded them to deliver to Ashworth Street on Sunday morning a big tub of ice cream at wholesale price, packed around with ice (we had no refrigerator), and a scoop for making cornets and a wafer maker. That first Sunday as nascent capitalists, my parents were apprehensive. Dad painted ‘ice cream here’ on a big piece of cardboard and they stood by the garden gate. If it rained, they’d lose the investment.

By late afternoon, they’d sold out, and Dad went cheerfully off to the night shift. They tried it again the following Sunday: another sellout. In the third week, the ice cream had all gone by lunchtime. It was a long way to Rothwell Street for a refill and the container was so heavy they carried it between them along the streets. They were almost at the Sivoris, and exhausted, when one of them - neither would ever take the credit - realized that the weight was mainly melted ice that could be poured away. The Sivori brothers ferried the refilled tub back to Ashworth Street. It was empty by teatime.

Soon there was a growing parade of Sunday and then Saturday customers at number 54. They’d ask if Mum had sweets, or pop, or cigarettes, or a bun, and her answer was always the same: ‘Sorry, no, but we’ll have it next week.’ She got Dad to take down the garden  gate and build shelves in the hallway. The litany of promissories led to stock spilling out from the hall into our front room, so she removed all the furniture, installed a big counter, started stocking groceries and haberdasheries for neighbours and in time installed a plate-glass window and a refrigerator - wonders in the Ashworth Street neighbourhood. Within a year, a full-scale corner shop flowered in our old parlour, managed, staffed and maintained by Mum. Under her canny eye it became really successful. While she could not match the virtuoso calculations of my father, in the blink of an eye she could add up a long column of pounds, shillings, pence and half-pence - twelve pence to a shilling, twenty shillings to a pound - and get it right first time. Out of one pound of the takings, she’d make two shillings, a nice 10 per cent profit that she stored in an old Oxo tin.

Sometimes she allowed Fred or me to help in serving. This was a great treat. I put on a white apron, scrubbed my hands and slicked back my hair with a helping of butter. Boys and girls I played with in the street outside incredulously pressed their noses against the plate-glass window and the array of sweets displayed. My stock rose. I served customers simple items, cigarettes, bread, milk, tinned food. Bacon came in a big roll that had to be sliced. I was not allowed anywhere near the horrendous slicing machine; seeing Mum with her hand feeding the bacon so close to the swift-circling sharp blade gave me nightmares. The most glamorous job was filing the colourful dust jackets and re-jacketing the returns of the lending library Mum started. Fred and I came to blows over this privilege, wrestling furiously in the backroom until one of us got the other in a headlock and won a concession.

When his shifts worked out, Dad liked nothing better than coming home, discarding his overalls and putting on a clean white apron to serve in the shop - such a contrast from what he had been doing all day. This was sometimes to my mother’s exasperation when the shop filled with people. Dad listened to every tale from a customer, whereas Mum knew who was a gasbag to be deftly cut off at second breath. His style was altogether free and easy: asked for half a pound of boiled ham, he’d sacrifice his passion for precision in  numbers and let the Avery scale ride over the 8-ounce mark. He redeemed this liberality, though, on one occasion when a woman came in and asked for a back stud for her husband’s shirt. Dad rifled in the haberdashery drawer, and presented it to her. ‘That’s one penny.’ The woman responded sharply. ‘No, I want a good one, it’s for a wedding.’ Dad took the back stud from her, rummaged around in the drawer, and pulled out the same stud. ‘Twopence,’ he said. She beamed and went off happy that she had a good-quality back stud.

I still marvel at how my mother managed to give birth to two new boys - Peter was born in January 1936, John in December 1938 - look after Fred and me and Dad, run the shop six days a week, which meant ordering supplies, pricing them for retail, and dealing with customers, and never lose her temper.

When she closed the shop her working day wasn’t over. She’d sit at her Singer sewing machine doggedly making clothes for us, a billowing nightgown for Dad (the cause of much hilarity) and white satin blouses for us to wear in the All Saints’ Whitsun Procession: the family didn’t go to church but we were regulars at Sunday school. Mum darned all our socks, knitted pullovers, ironed shirts, washed all our laundry by hand and ironed it, too, and saw my Dad off on night shift with his can of loose tea, sugar and milk to be brewed up on the engine, sandwiches and playing cards in an old tobacco tin. If something bothered her, she retreated into silence, her lips tightening.

And then came bad news.

As more of the fields filled with housing, two neighbours copied Mum, turning over their parlours to groceries, and the Co-operative Society chain announced it would open one of its big stores and butchers in Miriam Street, a few hundred yards down Ashworth Street. The Co-op was a business which had the appealing message of being in theory owned by its customers. Buying in bulk for many branches allowed it to cut prices, and thrift-minded customers who shopped became ‘members’ who could accumulate a cash dividend on purchases. George Orwell, in The Road to Wigan Pier in 1937, observed that the arrival of a Co-op was a disaster for the independent shopkeeper. Local authorities that built housing estates  rigidly limited the number of shops in the area and gave preference to the Co-op: ‘Many a small shopkeeper is utterly ruined, their whole clientele taken away from them at a single swoop.’

Mum and Dad debated whether they should keep going. While they worried, an inspector came round from our controlling local authority, Failsworth Council. ‘I have the power to shut you down forthwith,’ he told all three front-parlour entrepreneurs. ‘Not one of you has a licence and you don’t stand a chance of getting one if I’m not satisfied with the way you store food.’ Having inspected ours first - Dad was at work - he went off to look at the others, then came back in the afternoon and told Mum: ‘I must speak to the man of the house.’ In the 1930s women were presumed not to have any competence at business of any kind; very few worked. The inspector waited around until my father came home and took him aside.

‘Mr Evans, I take it that Mrs Evans is in charge?’ My Dad said yes, she was. ‘In that case,’ said the inspector, ‘I have to tell you, Mr Evans, you are a lucky man. I have never seen a better-run grocery in all my years as an inspector. I am giving you a licence. I am closing down the others.’

The day after the Co-op opened its doors, Mum went in to check its prices. Employees didn’t know who she was so they indulged a slightly deaf lady who asked for prices on a lot of items. Only a few of the Co-op prices were cheaper, and Mum immediately marked down ours. We lost a few customers in the first week, but most drifted back, probably because my mother identified with her customers in a way the Co-op staff, conscious of their elevated position, could not match. As the semis expanded further into the countryside, we stopped worrying; it was plain there was room for both ventures, and indeed our shop was still flourishing under Korean management in 2007.

The Evanses were moving up! By the time I was nine my parents were doing well enough to buy a second-hand red Hillman Minx, an unheard-of acquisition in our area. A car outside a house had always meant bad news: only doctors had cars. I heard years later from my schoolmate at Brookdale Park, Alf Morris, that I was known behind my back as ‘Posh’ Evans on account of the purchase. In truth, I did  not enjoy the car. The smell of leather inside made me sick, so when the family went on weekend drives into Cheshire on Sundays I stayed at home, moping around and looking at terrifying representations of hell in an illustrated bible, where the Boy Scouts’ helpful literature on the perils of masturbation assured me I was undoubtedly headed.

 



Much more exciting to me than any car was the day Dad became a king of the iron road.

He had washed and had his supper before he told us he had at last been promoted to Black Ink Driver. It must have been an effort for such a talkative man to say nothing, but he waited until Mum had closed the shop. There were handshakes at the sheds, but no ceremony. He would still be doing the same work, rising at all hours, taking out a train in all weathers, but as a full driver he had acquired a certain majesty, meriting respect and deference all along the line as a reflection of the responsibility he bore.

He had taken his licks as a fireman working with cantankerous drivers, and as a part-time driver he’d had to tolerate a few lazy or careless firemen. Now he was indisputably in charge. Nobody could tell him to take out a fireman he thought incompetent or an engine he considered defective. He could insist on a replacement. Railway management rarely authorized any visits to the footplate, not least when it was moving, but nobody could mount on his footplate without his permission, and while he was in charge of the big engine he was answerable to no one.

I longed to see my father at work, but the hours were unhelpful. As a driver, he often set off, in his new glossy peaked cap and serge jacket, just when I was spreading out homework on the living-room table. I had to wait for the privilege and it came by chance when I was sixteen. One summer evening when I arrived by train at Manchester Victoria station, Dad was on the opposite platform about to drive a few hundred passengers home to Oldham. ‘Hop on quick,’ he said. I seized the moment.

Sitting in the comfort of a railway carriage, as I had been on the way in, gave no idea of the ferocious goings on up there in front on  the open footplate as the train gathered speed out of the station and up the line - of the heat and noise that made speech impossible, the roar and flames of the firebox, the sweat of the fireman with a long-handled shovel feeding the red-hot maw, the noise of iron meeting iron on the swaying footplate, the intensity of Dad’s concentration looking up the line for pinprick signals of red and green, checking boiler pressure, opening and closing the steam regulator arm according to gradient and track. And then at the end, at the station platform, the slamming of the carriage doors as the passengers got off the train, their voices drifting into the night, oblivious of what we had been through.

I was astounded and bursting with pride.
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FIRST, KNOW YOUR ENEMY

 



 



 




I was eleven when Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain told 47 million Britons: ‘this country is at war with Germany’. That Sunday morning at 11 a.m. on 3 September 1939, I listened to his broadcast with the rest of the family, all of us huddled round the vibrating fabric of our brown-enamel wireless set.

Dad was unusually silent, but Mum unusually commented, saying of Chamberlain: ‘He seems to be more sorry for himself than the rest of us.’ Reading the speech today I can see what she meant: ‘You can imagine what a bitter blow it is to me that all my long struggle for peace has failed. Yet I cannot believe that there is anything more or anything different I could have done and that would have been more successful.’

Mum was right. It was all about him.

No sooner had Chamberlain finished speaking than the air raid sirens howled. Fred and I rushed into the street. It was a crazy thing to do. But it was a false alarm. We were disappointed not to see Stuka dive bombers tangling with the big fat blue barrage balloons in the blue sky. We were even more upset when, the same day, the government shut down all the cinemas. What would we do for the rest of our lives?

The echo of Chamberlain’s plaintive voice has stayed with me all  these years. At the time I could not get out of my head the posh way he talked about our ‘embessador’ in Berlin and the ‘plens’ we would all have to make. The plummy announcers on the BBC had made me acutely conscious of accents as an indicator of class, of ineluctable superiority. Just turning on the radio made me ashamed. Nobody in my universe spoke like that; therefore we must be outcasts, belonging to some inarticulate barbarian tribe. These were the years when the announcers and news readers all spoke so-called Standard English, meaning the soft tones of the alien South; harmonious Oxbridge voices of long vowels, distinct p’s and t’s, and effortless aspirates. The BBC tolerated J. B. Priestley’s Yorkshire accent for a few months from June to October 1940 in his ‘Postscripts’ series of morale-boosting talks, but not his political opinions: seen by the Tories as too socialist, the programme was axed. In 1941 it was front-page news when Wilfred Pickles brought a Yorkshire accent to BBC news-reading - one would have thought a cathedral or two had been sacked - but he too was soon removed from the national airwaves and Standard English prevailed for the next thirty years.

Our teacher at Brookdale Park elementary school interposed her good soul between civilization and us aural barbarians, struggling against centuries of cultural history to get us to ‘speak nicely’, which meant mimicking the BBC. Chastised early in reading class for referring to an ‘’ospital’, I approached every ‘aitch’ as a pole vaulter running at a high bar. (Of course, educated youth now affect a slovenly ‘mockney’ which is more affected than ever were we BBC imitators in the Brookdale English lessons.)

Chamberlain’s announcement created hardly a ripple in our neighbourhood compared with the excitements of the night before he spoke. Every Saturday, a half-hour between 5 and 6 p.m. was sacrosanct. We could count on being undisturbed by the shop bell because every household was poised by the radio for the BBC’s pip-pip-pip prelude to the day’s football scores. Seeing match results on television or the Web today doesn’t begin to compare to the effect of hearing one calm authoritative voice announce the end of the world: ‘Manchester United 1, Charlton Athletic 7.’

The scores were of paramount importance because predicting the  results could take you from the hard grind and dreary back streets to a fantasy life of ease and luxury. The Football Pools were not quite a lottery; there was a certain skill in assessing the clubs and their key players. Fortunes were made overnight; getting all but a few matches right might win hundreds of thousands of pounds, zillions more than anyone could earn in a lifetime. Before mailing in the coupon with his sixpenny bets, Dad spent hours studying the form, then used his little stubby pencil to mark the match lists with the numeral 1 for a team’s home win, x for a draw and 2 for a win away from home. If he’d bet that the star team of Blackpool, playing at home, would beat Leeds, the radio announcer’s pause after ‘Blackpool 1’ was excruciating. The disembodied voice of fate seemed to extend every syllable in ‘L-e-e-d-s’ before ruining everything by declaring that Leeds had scored 2. Crueller still was ‘Middlesbrough 4’, Dad’s prediction for a home win, followed by ‘Everton . . . 4’. The house rule against breathing a word couldn’t stand such freak results.

Fearing that British stoicism could not bear the strain of the Saturday pools and at the same time win a war, the Football League suspended its matches ‘for the duration’. It was a phrase we were to hate hearing, along with ‘Don’t you know there’s a war on?’ Knowing now of the years of convulsions that were to follow Chamberlain’s declaration of war, it is weird how calm and confident the people were sitting down to roast lamb and mint sauce after his speech.

Perhaps that was partly because we were under the illusion that we were ready. We had already collected our identity cards and gas masks. Fred and I paraded around in the masks parodying ‘Heil Hitler’ salutes, but the smell of the rubber made us gag and after that we wore ours only for the drill at school, when on the command we assumed foetal positions under desks.

We helped Mum and Dad stick tape all over our windows to hold the fragments in a bomb blast, put up blackout blinds and double curtains and hated it when a bossy Air Raid Warden knocked on the door to say a chink of light was showing: he was just a neighbour in a tin hat. Riding the electric tramcar along Oldham Road, we could see sandbags heaped around Failsworth’s ceremonial flagpole, and at  supposedly key points in the straggling communities of small terraced houses served by clusters of fish-and-chip shops, haberdashers, pubs, hairdressers, newsagents, bookies, savings banks, pawnbrokers, butchers and the occasional cinema and church. Iron railings round the churches and graveyards and everywhere else had already been taken away, to make tanks we were told. The flowers in Manchester’s Piccadilly Gardens had been dug up for trenches and air raid shelters. The more active householders had dug deep holes in their gardens and roofed them with six sheets of curved corrugated iron supplied by the local council. The finished bunker was called an Anderson shelter after its progenitor.

Dad thought the Anderson useless. Many in our street filled with water. Some people did not bother to prepare at all. Everybody knew the war would be over by Christmas. The mass of people had no idea of just how ill-prepared our military was; they were betrayed by the newspapers, led by the Times, Express and Daily Mail, and even the BBC, who had shamefully soft-pedalled and suppressed the years of alarms from a small band of Chamberlain’s critics in his own party (including future Prime Ministers Churchill and Harold Macmillan, but not a vain and timid Sir Anthony Eden). ‘Germany’s tanks are made of cardboard,’ a know-all boomingly reassured a shop full of our customers. ‘Joe, that can’t be right,’ said my father, who was helping out that day. Then he delivered a numbing recital of figures of German steel production, recalled from constant readings of his well-thumbed World Almanac and Book of Facts. (This didn’t go down at all well. My mother had to remind him that never mind his blessed almanac, the customer was always right.)

Dad’s irregular shifts at the railway meant we often didn’t see him for two or three weeks. He’d be in bed when we were up and we’d be in bed when he was up. He drove trains carrying thousands of children out of Manchester, their schools closed and relocated miles away from industrial areas considered prime targets for bombing. Schoolmates from Brookdale and Briscoe Lane Junior, with their nametags and mandatory gas masks, were put on a train to Ramsbottom, a village on the West Pennine moors where the local families could pick and choose who to welcome into their homes for  the duration. By all accounts, most of the evacuees, even the scruffiest, were kindly received in foster homes more comfortable than the dwellings they’d left behind, in the process happily finding out about the mysterious ‘countryside’. Schoolmate Alf Morris, who in the fullness of time became a Labour minister and later Lord Morris, was one of the unlucky ones. Separated from his brother and sister, who were taken in by a well-to-do family, Alf was billeted with a mean old couple who sent him out hawking firewood they chopped for a living, and half-starved him on suppers from the fish-and-chip shop.

As the city emptied, my parents kept us in Ashworth Street. They wrote to my father’s mother, Sarah Jane, to ask if Fred and I could stay with her on the Welsh border. She was now Granny Jones, having married a gravedigger called Jack. Anything remotely to do with death upset me, but I was not wild about the prospect of going to Ramsbottom either. I’d heard too many comics on Rhyl pier mouthing the syllables as if the name was a joke in itself: my inclination to stay away if I could was clinched when a postcard came back from a Brookdale classmate saying that it was once known as Tupp’s Arse (tupp being old dialect for sheep). Alf Morris was back home in a month or two.

Once or twice a week a Brookdale teacher came to the house and gave us homework, but Mum and Dad worried we were falling behind. While we waited for Granny Jones to write back, a neighbour told Mum about another possible sanctuary. It excited me most of all: Somerford Hall, which was an old manor house in the countryside near Congleton in Cheshire where the Manchester education committee had set up a boarding school.

To appreciate the attraction of Somerford Hall, you have to know about the Magnet. Of all the comic books we bought at the newsagents every week - Beano, Wizard, Dandy, Hotspur - the  Magnet most insinuated itself into my imagination. This is where ‘Frank Richards’ (Charles Hamilton) recorded the adventures of the Fifth Form at Greyfriars, the ancient ivy-covered public school like Eton, secure in its gentlemanly traditions. The setting represented some of the lyrical features of English life evoked by Rupert Brooke’s Grantchester poem - ‘Stands the Church clock at ten to three? And  is there honey still for tea?’ The class overtones should have grated on me, I suppose, but they didn’t. After the asphalt playgrounds of Newton Heath, I liked the idea of surviving the war with toffs on the lawns of Greyfriars, and I relished the Magnet stories where every week beastly cads got their comeuppance and good eggs and goodness triumphed. Here were Harry Wharton, Bob Cherry, Frank Nugent, Johnny Bull, the Indian cricketer Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, the Form Master Mr Quelch, too ready with the cane; and the crafty Billy Bunter, the ‘fat owl of the Remove’, plotting to steal someone else’s tuck. I identified most with Harry Wharton, captain of the Remove and editor of the Greyfriars Herald. I saw myself seeing out the war at Somerford Hall, toasting crumpets for tea with Bob Cherry after hitting one of Ram Singh’s googlies for six to acclaim from the whole of Greyfriars.

One glorious morning we heard that Fred and I had been accepted for Somerford Hall. Arriving a week later, we found no gracious hall and no ivy. The school was a collection of six or seven wooden sheds in soggy fields, an encampment in the grounds of the shut-up old country house. None of the city evacuees had time to acknowledge my resemblance to Harry Wharton; they were too busy jostling for sheets and blankets and fighting for jam sandwiches from the makeshift kitchen. At bedtime, I was assigned the upper berth of an iron bunk in a bare board hut with about thirty others. The first night, as the wind howled, homesick and disillusioned, I sobbed my heart out. ‘Shut up, crybaby!’ yelled everyone. The protesters hurled shoes at my bunk; even Fred told me to put a sock in it. Cripes! I was Billy Bunter, the object of execration. The next day we had lessons. In the English class we were told to write home and present our letters to the teacher, who would check the grammar before putting them in the post. I wrote two pages about my disappointments and handed them in. I was called to the teacher’s high desk up front. ‘This just won’t do,’ he snarled, screwing up my effort into a small ball he lobbed into the wastepaper basket to giggles behind me. ‘Go back to your desk and write something cheerful.’

That night, with a thumping heart, I sneaked out of the back of Somerford Hall after lights out, and found a postbox for a letter to  Ashworth Street pleading to be rescued. I had no stamp for it, but at the weekend both my parents arrived at the camp and took me home. The hut was glad to see the back of me. Fred, less infected by the Greyfriars fantasy, elected to stay and had a great time for six months. Down the years, he developed a number of different theories concerning my lack of moral fibre, none of which bears scrutiny.

Brookdale was still closed when I came home. Within days I was bound for the Welsh hills, more precisely for the hamlet of Hengoed in the county of Shropshire but a slingshot east of Offa’s Dyke. Dad had no petrol ration for his car, so we took two trains to Gobowen, the railhead for Oswestry, then walked four miles in fading sunshine along winding densely hedged lanes, through tunnels of overhanging trees, trying to find the Old Vicarage before dark. To baffle German parachutists all the signposts had been taken down, but eventually we were directed to St Barnabas Church, where Grandfather Jones plied his trade. Down the hill from the church we opened a door in a high wall of mellow stone to find Granny Jones scattering grain among scores of chickens.

She was a pale wraith of a woman in her mid-seventies, inherently graceful and affectionate and very attentive to the needs of her new husband, who must have been fifteen years younger. She scurried around in her flowered pinafore to take off Gravedigger Jack’s boots when he clumped into the stone-floored kitchen and dropped into a high-backed wooden chair by the fireplace: his chair, his hearth, and his house. He was a red-faced man in corduroy trousers hoisted by a fat leather belt he said he would apply to my backside if I didn’t behave. I convinced myself he had a twinkle in his eye. It was good to hear he had spent the day cutting hedges and clearing ditches in the next hamlet, there being a shortage at St Barnabas of candidates for the next world.

Gravedigger Jack rarely spoke and he had an iron routine. If supper was not on the table sharp at six he wouldn’t eat it. For hours after eating, he’d sit silently smoking his pipe while I read The Count of Monte Cristo by the light of an oil lamp, and Granny filled the kitchen with the warm smell of homemade bread. Her secluded old  house, set in meadows with an apple orchard and a brook at the back, had no electricity, no gas, no radio, and we drew water from a pump in the yard. On Sundays we sang in the Hengoed church’s little choir, smug in our white surplices. Not a whisper of the war percolated. It was paradise.

Finding short cuts across fields to the village school in Gobowen was a daily adventure: seeing the flash of a fox in a copse, leaping brooks, slashing a path through banks of nettles and bramble with a sword fashioned from a stripped elderberry branch; it was 1066 and I was on Senlac Hill with my namesake king, driving the bastard Normans back into the sea. I was romantic and reckless. When a route skirted a wasp’s nest, I set fire to it and was stung on the eye for my folly; so much for acting King Harold. Still, the hazard that gave regular pause to my impetuosity was the cow pasture where there might be a possessive bull. Every boy at school had a fanciful story of racing death against thudding hoofs and sharp horns. I had been the fastest runner at Brookdale and fancied myself to beat any bull. After I saw one on the loose, I decided against putting my speed to the test. I checked every beast for balls and every pasture I crossed for an exit.

At school, there were some sixty boys and girls from eight to about fourteen, scrunched up at little desks, all learning the same things. I could not concentrate much on what was going on because I soon fell madly in love with a poised thirteen-year-old evacuee from London called Gwyneth. A Southern beauty! I wooed her in the conker season, making her a gift of my prized niner. I forbore to tell her that to make it harder I had peed on it. This was no perversion. It was common practice to urinate on the conker, soak it in vinegar, and expose it to heat. Big juicy conkers often succumbed to a blow from a hard little conker. Blissfully unaware, she appreciated the gift.

My next gambit, proof of manhood, was to announce that while Gwyneth ate her sandwiches in the midday break I was going to climb to the top of a spectacular tree in the playground. I did. The effect of my bravado was rather ruined because I couldn’t get down before the bell went for classes. I never saw her again. Lovesick, I hung around the cottage where she stayed for days until someone  told me she’d been called back to London, where her school had reopened.

Eventually, I was summoned home, too. I’d had four happy months with Granny Jones, followed by a spartan two months under the thumb of Aunt Beattie on Uncle Ted’s little farm at Old Stone House - he had six fields, twelve cows, a couple of horses and countless pigs, to which he fed swill from the Oswestry army camp. To Aunt Beattie, stomping through the mud in big rubber boots, I was a city sissy: I failed miserably at milking a cow.

In the absence of German warplanes, classes had resumed at Brookdale, but my return was required anyway because I had reached the age to take part in the all-important national ‘11-plus’ examinations, tests administered to eleven- and twelve-year-olds. Sitting in a draughty classroom for four hours with forty others, I didn’t appreciate that the curious questions, some of which seemed easy and some of which were incomprehensible to me, would decide my future. The aim of the examinations was to identify a handful of really bright boys and girls who would be offered a superior ‘grammar school’ education to the age of sixteen, and with that the opportunity to win a Joint Matriculation Board certificate, the passport to a good job. There were places at grammar schools for no more than 10 per cent of the eleven-year-olds. The other 90 per cent were destined to remain at elementary school and leave for work at the age of fourteen, trade apprenticeships if they were lucky, menial work if not. Put another way, the results of the 11-plus would decide the course of the rest of my life as surely as a switch in the railway points would decide whether Dad’s train went east or west.

 



My fate was contained in a buff envelope Mum brought up the stairs to the bathroom one morning when I was washing my face. I opened it with soapy fingers. ‘Harold Evans has been selected for St Mary’s Road Central School.’

I was at once bothered and bewildered. I had not been selected for a cherished grammar school place. But neither had it been decreed I should stay in the elementary school. St Mary’s Road Central School,  I discovered, was one step up from elementary school, a co-ed intermediary school where you could stay to fifteen, and a few pupils might have a chance to sit the crucial Joint Matriculation Board examinations along with the grammar school boys. I fretted that I had been held back by evacuation and country school; on the other hand, Fred came home later from the Congleton camp and sailed into a grammar school. Alf Morris, too, was selected for grammar school, but his family could not afford the uniform and he stayed at Brookdale until he was fourteen.

I was excited all the same. It was not so much the education - there was a rumour that St Mary’s expected its pupils to learn French - as the blue cap, school tie with lion rampant, and crested blazer I would be entitled to wear, and the leather satchel for my exercise books.

Fearful that sporting this lot risked jeers and jostles from the lads who were staying on at Brookdale, as I passed my old playground I sprinted up Albert Street to the No. 7 bus stop at the entrance to Brookdale Park. Fifteen minutes later I was looking up at the gaunt Victorian redbrick edifice of St Mary’s Road Central School, across a street from the coal heaps and rusting ironmongery of Newton Heath rail yard and the great sheds which housed the steam locomotives Dad drove. Not a single blade of grass was in sight; the playground was tarmac running into brick walls.

Looking down from the schoolrooms we could see a railway line leading from the locomotive sheds to a turntable at the foot of our red cliff. I always hoped I would catch a glimpse of my father in command of a steam locomotive, but I never did. Gazing out of the high windows ran the risk of being discovered doing nothing by the school’s dominating person, the headmaster Mr W. L. Marsland. He appeared to us as a sinister figure. He glided through the school without apparently moving his legs, and had his head held well back so he appeared to be looking down on you. I was in a high state of nervous tension. I’d just discovered Dickens and the cruel schoolmaster Wackford Squeers was fresh in my mind. For a few weeks I avoided stepping on cracks in the pavement and obsessively touched every third lamppost just to be sure the gods were on my side. Going up the road from  school to the bus stop for home, we always ran past a spooky derelict building that was once an inn called the Duke of York; the body of a young woman killed crossing the railway line in the nineteenth century had been brought there, and we believed it when we were told her footsteps could still be heard around the shattered old bar.

But if the exterior of St Mary’s was workhouse grim, its environs bleak, and the headmaster forbidding, I soon discovered the school was infused with an appealing spirit, a nurturing combination of respect for traditional values and zestful competition created by Marsland. (I was spurred on by the brilliance of Betty Ogden who, as Mrs Peter Horton, became Lady Mayoress of Sheffield in 1987-8 and the mother of three daughters, all academic stars at Oxford, Cambridge and Harvard.) We were all attached to one of four houses honouring British heroes of empire, industry and exploration. I was in Scott, others were in Livingstone, Gordon and Stephenson. Various privileges, whose nature I’ve forgotten, were awarded to members of the house that had accumulated the most ‘good house points’ in the class and on our infrequent visits to a sports field where we wore our house colours (I regretted Scott was yellow).

Marsland’s disconcerting way of looking at us, I discovered, was not an expression of contempt. It was physiological; his eyelids were stuck because he’d been gassed in the First World War. I never heard him talk about his experiences, but he wanted us to remember the price of freedom: St Mary’s Road Central School ‘adopted’ Czechoslovakia, sacrificed at Munich. And each day in assembly, while a flower was placed on the school war memorial plaque, a boy or girl read out the lines of Laurence Binyon’s memorial poem:
They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old;  
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.  
At the going down of the sun and in the morning  
We will remember them.





Marsland had pride in his school. He expected us to behave like grammar school boys, and we - all grammar school rejects - strove to justify his faith - and ourselves.

Six decades later I can still see all the teachers, recall their names and mannerisms. For the first few lessons with the science teacher Eddie Whipp (a precise representation of his name), we focused only on the dees and doze of his nasal speech, but he was a masterly choreographer of chemicals. Every time I passed the sombre Philips gas works at the end of Briscoe Lane, I thought of Mr Whipp’s magically enriching hydrocarbons dancing within. There was the (still tangible) first-time thrill of seeing litmus paper turn red, proving the substance in the beaker was an acid, and the excitement of summoning up hills and valleys after the angular, testy John Bateman had shown how the contour lines on maps could be converted into shapes. I was enthused enough by the suave Joe Abbott describing the day Cromwell had King Charles I beheaded to spend hours at home memorizing the dates and events leading to that dreadful sequel.

Early on I picked up the journalist’s habit of never throwing anything away, and still have the school reports of those years. It is nothing less than saintly of me to acknowledge that in the first year I scored a disgraceful 2 per cent in the music exam set by the ample Miss Polly Wardle, whom I couldn’t help but think of as Miss Warble. This ‘terrible result’, as she described it, puzzled the good Miss Polly because she certified I had indeed ‘worked in class’. But this may have been a reference to my countertenor rendering of Handel’s ‘Where’er You Walk’, a promising diversion from reading scores until I fell out of favour when my voice broke mid-song.

Meanwhile, in geometry and algebra I was damned as ‘often careless’, ‘erratic’, and ‘disappointing’, and my efforts in physical education were dismissed as ‘tries hard but has no sense of rhythm’.

I had such a dim start for all my efforts that I thought the 11-plus examiners had me right. As the terms went by, however, I began doing well (‘promising’), then very well (‘excellent worker’). I was always top of the class in history exams, high in French and English Composition, Language and Literature, and battled the brainy brunette Betty Ogden for top place in science and geography. Even the demon physical training instructor in the third year was moved to dub me ‘nimble, a very good performer’. My surviving little blue English composition exercise books reflect my romantic addiction to  the adventurous historical novels of Jeffery Farnol (The Amateur Gentleman), H. Rider Haggard (King Solomon’s Mines), Arthur Conan Doyle (The White Company), P. C. Wren (Beau Geste), Walter Scott (Guy Mannering) - all borrowed from my beloved Failsworth Public Library. But a degenerate streak soon shows itself. I had the idea I would grow up to write enthralling fiction. I had no talent for it. No subject was safe from the pestilential prose I inflicted on S. J. Pawley, a gentle English teacher with a withered arm. He set us a composition innocuously entitled ‘Village Shop’. I submitted one beginning: ‘I looked up from the bare uncarpeted floor. There she stood, no longer young, but a huge mass of fat. Wiping her bare red arms on her dirty apron she waddles towards me.’

In the fourth year I was elected school captain by some combination of staff nominations and school votes. A blue shield was ceremoniously pinned on the lapel of my blazer and I kept it on at home. My brother Fred, who was rebelling at Chadderton Grammar, said I was a goody-goody, and while the badge was supposed to confer authority over all my schoolmates, Fred made it clear my writ did not run at home. My main school duties were to organize the prefects to watch out for bullies and troublemakers in the playground and, when the bell went for classes to resume, keep order in the long lines on the stairs and in the corridors. There were many bigger stronger boys in the school. I’d been terrified of one brute who liked to grip smaller boys in a rib-cracking bear hug. The blue shield was like invisible armour; I was no longer singled out for his embraces.

I fretted a lot in these adolescent years about being skinny and flat-chested. There weren’t anything like as many muscle men on the beach as there are these days, but I felt I was exactly the pale 7-stone weakling featured in a comic-strip advertisement for the body-building system of Charles Atlas. The ads we saw featured a sand-kicking bully on a beach humiliating a scrawny boy walking with his girl-friend. Weeks later, rebuilt by Charles Atlas, the weakling sees off the bully and wins the admiration of the girl. It was my first experience of the power of advertising. Brother Fred was stronger than I was, but the ads got to him, too, so we persuaded Dad that he should  invest in our taking the correspondence course. With all that heavy work on the footplate, Dad didn’t need the course, but when he was home he joined us in our bare-chested nightly efforts to look like the glistening Mr Atlas. The sight of the three tensed-up men in her life straining to pit muscle against muscle in their own bodies in the system called ‘dynamic tension’ was tolerated by Mum so long as efforts did not delay our arrival at the supper table.

As school captain I was supposed to set an example to the whole school. This was complicated by the fact that the school captain had fallen in with bad company. Howard Davies, a youth who lived nearby, was so slick he had a toothbrush moustache at seventeen, Brylcreemed his hair and claimed to have had carnal knowledge of several Wren ratings, promising that he would initiate me too. He was the Stromboli to my Pinocchio.

Among other things, Davies taught me magic tricks. Of course, I hated him at first, not just for his sexual prowess but because in my Christmas stocking I received a velvet bag that could make an egg disappear - but he had one, too, and was better at the trick than I was. He became a good enough conjuror to be engaged by Uncle Mac’s amateur concert party, and later by the semi-official body for entertaining the troops. Uncle Mac, though, was on a lower plane than many of the stars he toured with. His main gig was putting on shows at night for the service men and women in the North-West bored out of their minds when they weren’t operating the searchlights and ack-ack batteries. He also organized summer shows in the parks for the Stay-At-Home Holiday campaign (which encouraged people not to travel in their holidays) for which I was drafted as the rear half of a costume donkey.

Mum and Dad didn’t like Howard, but I quickly became stage-struck. The world of Leichner make-up, footlights and frenzied changes backstage between acts was even more exciting than banging the school gong, but one night offered an experience that was unnerving for an adolescent. A pretty young actress in a sketch had just rushed offstage while I awaited my cue. I looked back and through a gap in one of the changing-room curtains my eye lingered on her beautiful white bottom wriggling out of a pair of tights. I had no psychological  mechanism for the shock when moments later the curtains parted to reveal that the favoured backside belonged to a boy.

I was haunted by the ambiguity and regarded as condign punishment the subsequent drama of the red ball. After the Peeping Tom trauma I re-dedicated my spare time to practising Howard’s sleight-of-hand card tricks. He taught me how to acquire dexterity by rolling a little red ball from finger to finger, and I did it furtively at all times of the day in school. Classes would stop when I lost the grip and the ball rolled to the front. I would retrieve it with a ‘Sorry, sir.’ One day I was practising in the washroom next to the teachers’ recreation room, and the ball fell down the plughole drain. I did not see it again until a week later. Mr Marsland held it up before the whole school in assembly. ‘Who is the boy who owns this little red ball? Who is the boy who has blocked the washrooms with it? Who is the boy who flooded the teachers’ staff room? Let him have the decency to own up and see me in my room after assembly.’

I was punished with three strikes of a leather strap on my open hand. Hand-strapping was commonplace in the classrooms, but the pain here was in letting down Mr Marsland.

Marsland was something of a mystery, for though he wasn’t a graduate he was a more cultivated man than the Manchester Council required or expected. St Mary’s had no playing field, so he taught us the refinements of cricket on expeditions to a city park.

In this final year, five of us were thought to have a chance of passing the Joint Matriculation examinations normally reserved for the grammar schools. Marsland organized after-hours coaching on Shakespeare. When everyone else went home at four o’clock, we five, three girls and two boys, stayed behind in his study. The school’s emptiness echoed around us as he took us through As You Like It  and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. We were hard put not to giggle when he acted out Pyramus on tiptoe talking to Thisbe through Wall’s chink, but we soon became entranced ourselves, listening to his gentle voice teasing out the significance of every syllable. He showed another side of his histrionic gifts, directing us gorily in the school performance of Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber of Fleet Street. It has always been a sadness to me to think how little  we were able to respond to his graciousness and learning, and his courage in trying to raise the academic and athletic standards of his school. He died some years later from the effects of his First World War service, and St Mary’s Road Central School was demolished by an education committee which can have known nothing of the magic the Forest of Arden summoned up as dusk fell over the railway yards.

 



In 1940, when Hitler smashed Norway in April and then the Low Countries and France in May, I was more concerned that the end of the phony war marked the demise of the Magnet comic book, closed by paper rationing. The fictional Greyfriars vanished along with the universal illusion that the war would soon be won. My days of careless youth ebbed away, too, after the morning on the beach at Rhyl with the Dunkirk survivors. I resented the time Dad spent with them instead of with me, but I came to see the encounter as cathartic. And while I didn’t suddenly grow up, I read more and more about the war. I was already intoxicated by the Express and by newspapers altogether as a manifestation of a more potent magic than Howard Davies’s. The Daily Surprise, as I came to think of the newspaper, simply amazed me. How did they do it not once, but differently every day? How was all this information gathered? How was everything fitted in with nothing over? How did the photograph get taken on the battlefield and how was it reproduced? Who were these dazzling figures with notebooks sitting at the feet of Churchill and Roosevelt? How were the newspaper’s strong opinions determined? Little opinion seeped out of the radio. (On political questions, the august governors of the BBC would rather be caught naked in Whitehall than be seen trying to influence people.)

Oh, yes, and who was the mysterious anonymous columnist in the  Daily Express who signed himself Beachcomber and wrote a few hundred words headed ‘By the Way’? They convulsed me with insane laughter I could never explain to Fred or anyone else. ‘Sixty Horses Wedged in Chimney’ was a typical Beachcomber headline, followed by: ‘The story to fit this sensational headline has not turned up yet.’ Beachcomber was nonsense on stilts, but comically perfect in his parodies of newspaper style: ‘Erratum. In my article on the  Price of Milk, “Horses” should have read “Cows” throughout.’ As a toddler, I’d been hooked on a comic strip in the Express, the adventures of Rupert Bear; the incentive to finish my porridge in the morning was to see his antic figure painted on the bottom of the bowl. But Beachcomber was a lifetime’s addiction even after I soured on his host newspaper for its vendettas and political distortions. For thirty-very-odd years, I was to follow his surreal daily reports from an asylum populated by Dr Strabismus (whom God Preserve) of Utrecht (inventor of Bracerot juice, designed to make Hitler’s trousers fall down); Mr Justice Cocklecarrot at the Court of Uncommon Pleas (adjudicating the right of Mrs Renton continually to ring the doorbell of Mrs Tasker for the purpose of depositing twelve red-bearded dwarfs); Great White Carstairs (the over-patriotic ambassador who could not talk on the telephone to the Foreign Office without saluting); and Narkover School’s cunningly villainous headmaster, the light-fingered Dr Smart-Allick, all of them in a funny-mirrors gallery of grotesques similar to the daily procession of frauds and fools who, happily for us, provoked Beachcomber, alias John Cameron Andrieu Bingham Michael Morton, to put on his countryman’s boots and scale mountains of absurdity. No word or phrase was safe from his mischief. A clue, he wrote, ‘is what the police find when they fail to arrest a criminal’. And again: ‘One disadvantage of being a hog is that any minute some blundering fool will try to make a silk purse out of your wife’s ear.’ Morton’s ink flowed into the veins of Spike Milligan, Peter Sellers and Harry Secombe (the Goon Show), John Cleese, Michael Palin and Eric Idle (Monty Python), and Richard Ingrams (Private Eye). He had a place in my pantheon with Evelyn Waugh, P. G. Wodehouse, Stephen Leacock, Jerome K. Jerome and S. J. Perelman.

Hollywood reinforced my infatuation with newspapers. Our local cinemas, the Magnet, the Pavilion, the Picture Palace, the Ceylon and the Grand, reopened in the autumn of 1939. Every Saturday at the Magnet matinee Fred and I jostled other kids lining up to get in and then scrambling for the sweets the manager threw into the mob. The run of films in those years still seems remarkable: Gone with the Wind; Citizen Kane; Ace in the Hole; Gold Rush; Stagecoach;  Casablanca; Foreign Correspondent; 49th Parallel; Beau Geste; The Front Page; Gunga Din; In Which We Serve; and Bob Hope and Bing Crosby on the road some-mad-where with Dorothy Lamour. Heroes - and hilarity - aplenty. I loved them all, but it was the films about newspapers I tried to see over and over again. I identified with the small-town editors standing up to crooks, and tough reporters winning the story and the girl, and the foreign correspondent outwitting enemy agents. That was the easy part, cops and robbers in different costume, but some of the newspaper films stayed in my mind when the adrenalin rush had gone. How could Ace in the Hole  reporter Kirk Douglas be so greedy for a scoop on a man trapped in a mine that he delayed the rescue just to keep the story alive for the media circus he created? Charles Foster Kane begins as a tribune of the people, the immigrants and the unions, against the ‘Octopus’ of the Southern Pacific Railroad, the bosses of Tammany Hall, and the banks and Wall Street, and ends up manipulating the news as a crypto-fascist crusader for capitalism. Was that a true portrait of William Randolph Hearst? I learned in due course that it was a distortion of Hearst, but I relished the moment when Citizen Kane’s managing editor Mr Bernstein pulled up the proofs of two front pages made up in advance, one announcing Mr Charles Foster Kane had won New York’s gubernatorial election and the other announcing he had lost, one banner-headlined ‘Kane Elected’, the other ‘Fraud at Polls!’ What fun!

 



The war became intensely personal when bombing of the Manchester area began in August 1940. It was only sporadic at first, but Dad was much at risk out there in the blackness in some godforsaken tangle of railway lines. Schoolgirl Enid Parker, who was to enter my life ten years later, saw an exploding ammunition train light up the sky near her home on Queens Drive, Liverpool. Much more was to come. The full-scale blitzes began on 7 September 1940, with heavy bombers pounding London for fifty-seven nights in succession. People in Manchester kept saying jocularly. ‘Well, we’re bound to get it next.’
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