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Dedicated to the memory of
Mary Reid Macarthur, 1880–1921




We then visited Spinners End, near to the Five Ways, Cradley Heath, where we saw numbers of women and girls making ‘American Swimmers’, as they are called, or more properly, ‘traces, cow bands, small twist link’ etc.


This sight will not be easily effaced from our recollection. For while we boast in England of our Christianity, there are some things done which if the sun were made to shine upon them, would appal the heart . . .


Report from representatives of the northern unions, 1859


My first glimpse of Cradley Heath was a dark November afternoon. The train stopped just outside the station and from the window of the carriage I looked down on a long, low shed. The iron gratings which served as windows, the red glow of the forge fires and the dim shadows of the toiling workers made me think of some torture chamber from the Middle Ages. Later, when I knew more of the life and labour of the district, that first fleeting impression returned and has never quite left me since.


Mary Macarthur, 1907


For an hour the pageant wound through the dejected street . . . till it came to a deserted slag heap, selected for speech making . . . As I watched, a strong fancy visited my brain. I seemed to see over every rugged head of these marching women a little yellow flame, a thin flickering gleam . . . a trick of the sunlight maybe? Or was it the life in their heads, the indistinguishable breath of happiness, had for a moment escaped prison, and was fluttering at the pleasure of the breeze?


It seemed to me that in these tattered, wistful figures, so still, so trustful, I was looking on such beauty as I never beheld.


John Galsworthy, reporting on the first day of the strike, Cradley Heath, 1910




A Chainmaking Town


The town of Cradley Heath grew up on a rough heathland between the great city of Birmingham, situated to the east, and the lands bordering Wales to the west. North of this place, the town of Dudley, with its Lord and his castle, his mines and factories; to the south, Worcester with its cathedral tower looking over the River Severn and surrounded by rolling farmlands.


Cradley Heath lay in the south of the region known as the Black Country for its coal mines, its innumerable chimneys belching smoke, its manufacture in an array of specialist trades too various to list in full: tin-plating and japanning in Wolverhampton and saddlery in Walsall; optics for lighthouses at Smethwick, enamels at Bilston. Spread all over the region was the mining of shallow, abundant seams of coal, the smelting of iron and production of steel and, threading all through and about, the watery network of canals built expressly for the transportation of these materials and products. And – lying surrounded by its neighbouring villages of Cradley, Old Hill, Quarry Bank and Netherton – Cradley Heath, the clanging, filthy, impoverished centre of the world’s production of chains.


It was a mean, soot-covered town for whose inhabitants, at the close of the nineteenth century, no civic authority had thought to furnish provision of a library, of public baths, or any parks. A town along whose shabby, functional streets, nailmakers, chain forgers and coal miners lived in clustered groups, upholding each other in their joys and sorrows.


The town was dominated by the hammering of chains of all weights and sizes, for the world’s ships and industries, its farms and slave owners. The heaviest chains were forged in the larger works, such as Samuel Woodhouse & Sons and Richard Sykes & Son. Much of the lighter calibre chain was hand-hammered by outworkers in cramped, fume- and smoke-filled, backyard forges. Most of these outworkers, earning less than one fifth of what a man working in a factory could expect, were women.


For anyone not familiar with Black Country terms, there is a glossary at the back of the book. And if you are from the Black Country and you find anything that feels wrong – all I can do is apologize.




I


Cradley Heath, Staffordshire




One


1898


‘Go on, little wench – you go with our John and our Clem and they’ll tek care on yer.’


Lucy Butler, five years old and facing her first day of school, was so frit she thought she might bring back the watery sop she had just forced down into her belly. Go out from this yard, which she had seldom ever left in her life, and struggle all the way to the terrifying school with John and Clem Hipkiss! Boys who could run and play the way she never could. Lads who, most of the time, looked right through her. Could she be one of them – just for this once?


She stood in the yard, in a new dress for this special occasion, which Mom had sat up stitching during the candlelit hours. Over the top she wore a little white pinafore. And her mother, Ellen Butler, had cut her hair pudding-basin short, her mouse-brown fringe chopped in a dead straight line above her trusting blue eyes.


It was Mrs Hipkiss who had spoken – the boys’ mother. Lucy squinted up into the dark-browed face of their neighbour. Bertha Hipkiss loomed before her in the rare beam of morning sunlight which had managed to force its way into the smoky yard. She wore a cap yanked down tight over her black hair like a man, but her chainmaker’s apron – a rough length of hessian tied over her skirts riddled with scorch marks – was thrust out at the front, her most womanly childbed belly rounded as a heap of slag.


John and Clem Hipkiss, eight and a half and seven years old, also seemed like giants to Lucy. They stood in front of their mother, shirts tucked into their britches, cut-down weskits and caps on newly shorn heads. John was quiet, solemn as usual, Clem grinning like a Cheshire cat.


Lucy had known the Hipkiss lads all her life, seen them tearing about the yard, scrambling up the back wall to gaze over all that lay beyond – things she could never do though she longed to with all her heart. She could play marleys and jackstones and little games with the girls or her baby brother George – but when it came to tip-cat and tag, running and climbing, she was always the one watching in the shadows at the edge. The lads barely spared her a glance on any other day. Lucy, cripple girl, widow’s child, had already learned not to expect much from anyone.


George, who was two, toddled over and clung to her, snivelling. They were inseparable most of the time, Lucy his playmate and protector.


‘Dow go . . . Wanna come with yow . . .’ He banged his head against Lucy’s thigh, clinging to her good leg.


‘Ow!’ she said. ‘That hurts, Georgie!’


‘Pack it in, George – yow cor go to school . . .’ Ellen Butler, Lucy’s mother, scooped the sobbing little lad up on to her bony hip. ‘I wish our Albert could tek ’er,’ she said to Bertha Hipkiss, her face tight with anxiety. ‘P’raps I should go with ’er, just this once.’


Ellen, a malnourished wisp next to Bertha Hipkiss, looked as though the wind might blow her over. She was also dressed for work at the chain hearth, her thinning brown hair scragged into a bun. Although her once pretty face now looked pinched by endless work, by fretting over every farthing and poor fittle, there was still a sweetness to her which she had passed on to Lucy. Already exhausted from a day at the hearth, she had sat up late last night to sew the little frock from a dusty-blue rag of a skirt, the very best she could manage for her one, precious girl.


Albert, Lucy’s elder brother, was still allowed go to the foundry school because their father had worked at the foundry. Mom said it was too far for Lucy to walk. She would go to Lomey Town with the Hipkiss lads instead.


Lucy was glad of that in one respect – she never liked going anywhere with Albert. He was five years older than her, would lug her up resentfully on to his back, yanking her arms over his shoulders until it felt they would pop out of their sockets. He’d not a shred of patience in his nature. But how was she going to keep up with the Hipkiss lads on her crutches? Her belly clenched again with nerves.


‘’Er’ll be all right, Ellen,’ Bertha said. ‘You go with them, Lucy.’ She gave her boys a menacing look. ‘Yow lads – mind the ’oss road and mind out for Lucy – mek sure yow wait for ’er, gorrit?’


‘Yes, Mom,’ they chorused.


No one of sound mind would contradict Bertha Hipkiss, gaffer of the yard, a tanker, a locomotive of a woman. Nor would anyone comment to her face on her being up the stick again at her age, even with a husband as sick as hers was. His only remaining pleasure, the women tittered behind Bertha’s back, but there was no spite in it, for everyone sorrowed for poor Jonno Hipkiss.


‘Goo on then – off with yer,’ she waved a hand over them.


Pulling her crutches in close, pressing the worn leather tops up into her armpits, Lucy tucked back her scrawny shoulder blades and tried to stand straight on her one good leg. She was ready – she could do this!


‘Bring ’er back with yow, lads!’ Ellen Butler’s eyes were fixed on Lucy as if she never wanted to let her go.


‘Yow’ve gorra let ’er out of yower sight some time, Ellen,’ Bertha said, turning away.


Lucy’s heart was banging fit to match the hammers chinking in the smithy behind her. A sick feeling curdled the sop in her stomach, to which Mom had even added a rare drop of milk.


‘Yow gunna need yower strength today,’ she said, and stroked her scarred fingers over Lucy’s head. In that touch, Lucy knew all her exhausted love.


But a shadow fell over that sunlit moment. His voice, rough and filthy as slack, boomed from the entry. Lucy saw the way her mother’s jaw clenched. Loathing flared in her eyes.


‘What’s all this then, my wenches?’


Seth Dawson was the fogger for their employer, Ridley & Sons Ltd, the chain works half a mile up the road. He did that all the time, creeping up on them, rank as a fart. Lucy sometimes glimpsed him, his hat a shadow passing the window after creeping along the entry into their yard, snooping about as he did so.


The foggers, or middlemen – a few were women, though none the better for it – were the enforcers of the firm. Seth Dawson brought them their orders and the nine-foot iron rods for working into chains. Some of the foggers made the women fetch their own but they reckoned Dawson liked to bring them so he could have a good nose around and keep an eye on them. He took a quarter of the worth of everything they made and his main activity seemed to be beating down wages and crushing their souls – not to mention groping the unmentionables of any woman available if he got half a chance.


Seth Dawson had appeared as an incomer from Birmingham years back, unmarried, and even now had not so much as a whammel for company. Stranded somewhere in middle age, he was a stunted barrel of a man, swarthy of face with black stubble scattered like mould over the lower part of his bullying features. He wore a black billycock over black hair – both coated in filth and grease. His belly strained at his weskit buttons and his walk was crouching and bandy-legged.


’E cor stop a pig in an entry, that’un,’ Bertha said of him.


Plenty of other remarks were made about what ugly fruit might be hanging down there between Seth Dawson’s crooked thighs – or so he’d like you to think. Never be alone with him, that was the rule.


He liked to leave the buttons of his collarless shirt undone so that a pelt of black hair bristled out at the edges. And he had a way of standing, thumbs hooked into his weskit pockets, rocking as he spoke. He had a poor stock of words and none worth the time to listen to.


‘I don’t see much sign ’o work ’ere this mornin’ . . .’ he grunted, rocking on his heels.


The women did the only thing they could do so far as possible which was to ignore him. Mrs Gornall and Mrs Wilmott were already hammering away in the forge in any case, the usual chink-chink of hammer on metal filling the air. Lucy’s mother cast her gaze to the ground where cinders glistened in the sunlight, as if to pretend he wasn’t there. Bertha stared right back at him.


‘. . . and you wenches always mitherin’ over yer wages . . . I can’t go on paying yer at this rate if yer doing nowt but idling . . . Yer tekkin’ the coat off of my back . . .’


Coat off his back – at these sweated, starvation-level rates! But what could they say? This evil man had power over all their livelihoods. Refuse to work, and there was always someone would take your place.


A furious yell suddenly echoed round the yard.


‘What d’yow want now, yow Brummy divil? Come to flay more of the skin off of our backs ’ave yow, yow filthy varmint?’


Lucy’s grandfather, Old Man Walker, was standing propped in the doorway of their house, shaking his fist, his face contorted with rage. He had long white hair like an ancient prophet and was prematurely bent and stooped.


‘Pa!’ Ellen hurried over to him. ‘Come back inside.’ She hustled the old man into the house out of sight, shutting the door as she returned.


‘The work’ll be done.’ Bertha Hipkiss had her hands on her hips. Lucy couldn’t decide which of them was more terrifying, though she knew who was most evil by far. The sight of Seth Dawson made her feel queasier still. ‘Goo on kids,’ she waved them away. ‘Get yowerselves off.’


The three of them had been as if turned to stone in those moments, but now Lucy set off gamely over the rough ground after the boys, swinging herself along on her crutches as fast as she could.


Clem immediately ran ahead, whooping to make his voice echo as he scampered along the entry between the Hipkisses’ old cottage and the other yard houses. John, the elder of the two, was a quieter, stiffer kind of boy. Unlike Clem, who was always on the go, now and again, when there was nothing else doing, he even sat and joined in a game with Lucy.


They left the yard and set out along Hay Lane, the short track parallel to the railway embankment, which took them to the main road at one end and petered out into the fields at the other. The air was thick with smoke from myriad chimney stacks, and from the train that had just gone by, billowing a long black flag behind it.


‘Does it hurt?’ John asked as they headed for the main road.


Bravely, Lucy shook her head, pushing her chin up.


They had had to cut her right leg from her body, just below the knee, when she was only five months old.


Always, she might have said. And the crutches pushed up hard into her armpits. Her shoulders were strong by now, but she had never been this far before – she had to keep going!


Every night, however worn out she was, Mom always washed the end of her amputated leg with carbolic soap and dried it very carefully like the doctor advised. She washed the rag and hung it out every day, doing her best to keep everything clean. It worked a lot of the time, but regularly Lucy would feel a tingle begin at the end of the stump, a sore patch which would break out and take a time to heal. Mom would make poultices of bee balm or chamomile.


At the sight of her stump and the scars on her other leg, Albert would make gagging sounds and turn away, however much Mom scolded him for unkindness. Sometimes Lucy dreamt that she had two legs and could run free, on and on for ever.


Clem capered about the busy street. He was a sunny lad, swarthy-skinned and strong with a head of treacle-brown curls. At present he had a gappy grin because some of his milk teeth had come out. Beside him John, his older brother, seemed a shadow. He was pale and bony, with thin brown hair and a quiet, inward personality. Lucy knew though, that John would usually be kind where Clem was forever exciting.


‘D’yow want me to carry yer?’ John asked.


Lucy hesitated. She hated being lugged about like a sack of spuds and it hurt her arms. But walking was so painful and tiring – dot-and-carry-one she had passed under the railway bridge, the huge chimneys of the blast furnace looming behind them. They still had to go all the way between the houses and shops on Graingers Lane to Five Ways and Lomey Town. She was already flagging and her arms ached. John had asked kindly and he would be gentle, not like Albert.


‘All right.’


She held a crutch in each hand and went to dangle them over in front of him the way she did with Albert, as John gathered her up into a piggyback.


‘Clem, come ’ere and carry these crutches!’ he instructed.


Clem ran back and took them, clowning around. It was so funny seeing him dodging round on them, annoying everyone who was trying to get along, that Lucy was soon giggling. Her nerves began to seep away, as well as the dark cloud of Seth Dawson. She felt safe with John – but Clem was so funny and naughty!


They heard the blare of a trumpet further along the street.


‘It’s the tat-mon!’ Clem called, tearing on ahead.


The rag-and-bone man strode along the street, giving out his usual cry. His lad, of about twelve, led the big brown-and-white horse which clip-clopped along, pulling the cart.


Whether that was what distracted John, Lucy never knew, but it was then that his ankle turned and he suddenly plunged, face first.


Lucy gasped, clinging on as the ground rushed up at her and they crashed, she rolling off him at the last minute and slamming her shoulder on the cobbles. John groaned as if the wind had been knocked out of him.


A woman stopped to help him up, but after that, Clem’s face, with its solid jaw and laughing brown eyes, was suddenly so close that he was all she could see; looking up to this big man of seven years old.


‘Yow all right, Luce? Blimey, John – yow both went a right purler!’


‘T’weren’t my fault!’ John snapped, his face red. ‘My ankle got twisted – in that ’ole!’


‘I’m all right.’ Lucy took Clem’s hand and was scrambling up, no blarting – she was used to pain. Her shoulder didn’t hurt so very much.


John got up once he had his breath back and everyone faded away, seeing they were just kids who could fall and recover like pups. But Clem was still holding Lucy’s hand, waiting to give her the crutches back. When she straightened up, he looked into her face and there again, full beam, were Clem Hipkiss’s eyes, not laughing or teasing for once, but serious and intent.


And Lucy felt something in her give a little flip, silver-bright like a landed fish. There was she, five infant years to Clem’s seven, in the mucky street by the rag-and-bone man’s cart, and on that sunny September morning, before she even got to school for the first time, she had lost her heart to him.




Two


1893


‘That’s it – you ’ave a good feed, my little Lucy Ann . . .’


Ellen sat cross-legged on the straw mattress, a fragile, pretty young woman of thirty, with wide blue eyes, her child at her breast. The night was bitter and she was wearing all her clothes except for her cracked old boots which stood beside the mattress, shaped by the wear of many years by someone else, even before they came to her ownership. She cuddled the nursing child in the ends of her woollen shawl, which smelt of smoke and sweat and milk.


‘And you, my little mon . . .’ Ellen leaned down and for the umpteenth time that night, laid her hand on her young son’s forehead. She had blown out the stub of candle so as not to waste it but she could feel that Albert, who was five, was burning up. His forehead was hot as new bread and he kept thrashing about, pained whimpers coming from him.


‘You’ve got to fight it, son,’ she murmured desperately, stroking his dark hair. ‘You’ll have to fight back . . .’


Late as it was – the church clock had struck midnight some time ago – she could still hear hammering coming from the forge across the yard. Aggie Robinson putting in her night’s work. It suited her, she said. Get it done while the kids were asleep. She was a mardy cow any case, so if she slept the morning away without them having to look at her squilty fizzog, no one was pining.


‘You want to watch you don’t find you-know-who turning up while you’re out ’ere all alone,’ some of the women warned her.


‘If that bastard Dawson comes in ’ere trying it on, I’ll tek this and knock ’im and ’is filthy thing to kingdom come!’ Aggie would say, brandishing her hammer. ‘’E wants to try it.’ They knew she meant it as well, what with her drunken rages.


Exhausted as she was from working at the hearth all day, feeding her child and tending to the family, Ellen’s worry would not let her rest. She had never seen her boy as sick as this. At least Lucy, the babby, did not seem to be going down with it. She was five months old now, had been sucking heartily and was now contentedly asleep.


A dog barked out in the night. The men were asleep – she could hear the rattle of a snore through the house. That was not her James, asleep in the next room – he never made that much noise. It was the old man, downstairs in his chair, who snored fit to make the house fall down. She felt very alone, the only one left awake.


Ellen rubbed her cold feet with her free hand. The bones in her spine were sore from pressing against the wall. The baby’s lips had relaxed on her nipple but hovered there, her little breaths giving her a pleasurable, tingling sensation. Like James, kissing her tit . . . His loving her, the making of her babbies . . .


‘You’re my wench – look at yer . . .’ How he had always worshipped her slender body – too thin she always thought she was; scraggy after growing up the child of a poor nailmaker. James adored it when she was swollen with milk after a child, his handsome, blue-eyed face crinkling as he smiled at her.


James’s father had been from Ireland and James had all the charm and dark-haired, blue-eyed looks. But it was not all blarney – he truly loved her. And his smile always moved her because his face had a serious set to it and she was the one who could light it up. She loved to see his eyes change when she unbuttoned her blouse, his muscular body, hard and urgent for her, saying she was his, his wench, that there could never be anyone else . . . Her lips turned up in the darkness, her mind taking refuge in her memories.


She and James had moved to number two, back of twelve, court three, Hay Street, when they married, six years ago. Ellen, small and wiry, was a skilled worker. As a youngster she was apprenticed to a firm in nearby Old Hill where she had learned her skills.


After marrying and having Albert, she left the factory and turned to outwork, joining the many other women slaving in the hot, smoky backyard chain forges with their younger children about them, trying to make ends meet. For those with a husband in work, their meagre wages supplemented his. But for a woman on her own . . . The Lord help her. In these brick hovels women worked side by side for most of the day’s God-gifted hours – in between cooking, washing and tending to their families.


All day they stood at the hearths amid the terrible heat, the sparks flying. After the end of the rod had been heated until it glowed, a short section was cut off, bent and hammered into a loop to pass through the last completed link in the chain. The ends were hammered closed and welded together in the fire. The women were on piece work, earning by the yard, so it paid to be quick since it took many hours just to cover the rent.


There was hardly an hour of the day when the chink-chink of a hammer was not heard from the brick forge at the end of the yard. Even working a fourteen-hour day, or more, it was hard to earn much more than five bob a week, once the foggers had taken their cut and they had paid for their fuel for the fire. When a batch of chain was done, unless Seth Dawson stirred himself to bring a dobbin to the yard, which was rare, the women hauled the lengths of chain, hung round their necks like workhorses, the half-mile back to the factory.


Ellen woke, heart pounding.


The boy was thrashing beside her, his body rigid. She could see nothing, hear only terrible little grunting whimpers like nothing she had heard before.


‘Albert, what is it? Oh my babby, oh Lord above . . .’


She was across the tiny landing in seconds, jerking at her husband’s shoulder.


‘Wha’? What’s up, woman?’


‘It’s Albert – there’s summat wrong . . . He’s really bad . . .’


‘He’ll be all right. You mollycoddle the lad, Ellen – that yer do!’


‘Mollycoddle be damned – he’s having a fit!’ She was shrieking, pulling on his arm. ‘Go and stay with him . . .’ She was running back for her boots. ‘I’m going for a doctor. I’ll tek the babby . . .’


She lifted Lucy in her arms but even by the time she got down to the yard she felt impeded by the weight of her. How could she run like this? Hurrying across to the forge, where the glow of a fire was still showing through the window, she found Aggie Robinson bent over her hearth.


‘Our Albert’s been took bad – I’m frit ’e’s going to die! Mind this’un for me, will yow, while I go for the doctor? Keep ’er by yow ’til I get back.’


Coughing in the smoke, she laid Lucy, swaddled tightly, in the wooden box on the floor where they put the smaller babbies – she still just fitted. She tore out of the yard, too caught up in her fear and urgency to notice either Aggie swaying on her feet, or the miasma of drink about her.


It seemed to take a terrible long time to get to Dr Gaffney’s. Her boots clattered on the blue bricks, the sky stained blood-orange by the glow of foundry furnaces all round town. And when she got to the house, the doctor’s wife told her he was out on another call. She could wait for him or try going to another doctor? Later she could not even remember this part of the night because she felt half out of her wits, running here and there. In the end, the other side of town, she found a bad-tempered medical man who said he would follow on after her, if he must.


When she got back to the yard, the first thing on her mind was to go tearing up to her poor Albert.


Later that day she sat, still unable to stop shaking, at Bertha Hipkiss’s table. It was before Jonno Hipkiss had his accident and he was working then, over at the lime kilns. Bertha sat – for once – with tea on the table, since something so serious had happened.


‘It weren’t like any other scream I’d heard on a babby.’ Ellen put her pitted hands over her face for a moment, the horror of the sound still in her ears. ‘I dunno if ’er were making a noise when I come back to the yard – I never heard anything. I was so set on Albert . . . Lord above . . .’ She rocked back and forth in distress. ‘But when I went down again . . . It wasn’t like a hungry scream . . . It curdled my blood to ’ear it.’


She sat up, pulling her hands away and staring at them for a moment, as if they were someone else’s, trembling in front of her. What had happened had still barely sunk in.


‘When I ran in, Aggie was sat back against the wall, senseless. ’Er were so kalied ’er never heard my Lucy . . . The noise ’er was making – it was like a little rabbit in a trap.’ She stared at Bertha for a second, her eyes stretched wide with the horror, reliving the moment. ‘’Er was down on the floor in the box, and there was a terrible stink in the place . . .’


Bertha’s dark eyes never left Ellen’s face. She brought a hand up to her throat, as if to protect herself from what she was about to hear.


‘That sodden bitch was out cold. The sparks on her blanket had burned through. I’d swaddled her tight, see, and they must’ve been smouldering all that time. When I opened up the blanket – or what was left of it . . .’ Ellen’s head sank and her shoulders started to shake.


‘God in heaven.’ Bertha got to her feet and, leaning down, gently took the weeping young woman in her arms.




Three


The worst things were the ones she could not remember. At least, not in the way you recall things as if in full light of day, clear in front of you. Sometimes she felt a horror in her body, an agonizing echo of something reaching her, the way ripples eventually lap the edge of a pond after a stone has been dropped in. The sawing of a tiny bone. It left her sick and wretched, but she couldn’t meet it head on.


She asked her mother, Ellen, about it when she was four. They sat at the table together and it was a moment she would always remember. Mom sitting. Something she hardly ever did, not just sitting, spending time. She was a widow by then, worn to the bone, cheeks pinched and dark shadows under her eyes, desperate to keep her head above water.


Ellen told her about that night when Albert was so sick. Lucy watched her mother’s haggard face. Mom looked at her then, very closely, and Lucy could see all Mom’s soul shining out of her eyes.


‘God in heaven.’ Her eyes overflowed as the tears – tears, Mom! – ran down her cheeks. Sniffing, she wiped her face, then reached out and with her bony fingers gently caressed Lucy’s gammy leg, the flesh-capped stump with its scars of stitching. ‘My little babby! I’ll never know how they kept you alive.’


And Lucy knew that for all the bad things Mom had seen, this was the one that haunted her the most: the fire from the sparks from Aggie Robinson’s hearth smouldering through her tightly wrapped legs, burning deep through her flesh to the bone on one side. They had to cut just below her knee, the scorch marks on her other thigh leaving it puckered and shiny like the shell of a wasps’ nest.


‘I thought I’d lose the both of yer that night – you and Albert. They took you to that Guest Hospital all the way over in Dudley and they kept you there a terrible long time. But yow lived, Lucy Butler. I don’t know how, but yow’m a strong little wench, and dow yow forget it. Life’ll be cruel ’ard for yow at times, but I know you ay the giving-up sort – I saw that right from the start.’


Mom smiled suddenly, her tear-filled eyes brimming with warmth, and she patted Lucy’s hand.


‘I can see yower dad each time I look in yower lovely blue eyes, babby.’


She picked up her cup again and heaved a deep sigh. ‘We’ll get by some’ow, eh?’


Mr Clark, who lived round at number fourteen, Hay Lane, made her crutches. He was a coffin maker, with a little workshop right at the end of the lane, abutting the wall of the last house. The front houses shared the facilities in the yard and now and again on passing along towards the lavs, he had eyed Lucy, hopping or sitting, or having to be carried to get about.


‘It’s time yow ’ad some crutches, little wench,’ he said, when Lucy was three. He squatted down beside her as she sat at the side of the yard while the other children played about her. Mr Clark was a kindly man, sandy-haired, with a thin, serious face and a long wispy beard. He eyed her closely.


‘I need yow to stand up for me a tick, babby.’


He helped her to stand and looked again.


‘Right – put yower hand on my shoulder a minute – yow won’t fall. And hold yower other arm out for me.’


She did as bidden and Mr Clark rested the back of one of his hands on the ground, the other under her outstretched arm. He eyed the distance, seeming able to feel it without measuring.


‘All right.’ He helped her down again. ‘Yow leave it with me, littl’un.’


A couple of days later he came back with two small crutches: each a length of wood with another curved piece fastened to the top, around which he had wrapped some sort of padding and nailed shammy leather over the top. He went to the forge to fetch Lucy’s mother.


‘Oh!’ Ellen was tearful at the sight. ‘Oh, that’s marvellous, Mr Clark – yower so kind!’


Lucy was excited when she saw the crutches. He had made them so carefully! But they were a disappointment. As Mr Clark and her mother watched, she did her best to swing her way across the yard. But she was only little and it was hard. It hurt under her arms and she felt as if she was going to fall. Even though she didn’t want to, she started to cry.


‘Never mind, bab, it’ll come to yer,’ Mr Clark said. He and Mrs Clark had brought up six living children and he was a gentle sort of man. ‘Just tek it a day at a time like and yow’ll get used to it.’


He was right, of course. Bit by bit, with Mom’s help, Lucy persevered. Her shoulders grew strong and before long she could move about quite speedily. As she grew, every so often Mr Clark made her a bigger pair of crutches.


‘D’you know,’ he told her one day, when she had gone to ask him to fix the top of one of them back on again, ‘there used to be a landlord over at the Plough and Harrow had lost ’is leg and someone’d made him an iron one. It were strapped on somehow, I believe. One of these days I’ll ’ave a go at making one for you. Not out of iron, though, that’s not my material.’


He turned to her, in the middle of sandpapering down the end of a piece of wood, and gave her a big wink.


The other thing she could not remember was her father. Her pa, who both her mother and Albert mourned every day. As he grew older, Albert became more and more angry and discontented. ‘The lad needs a father,’ Lucy sometimes heard Mom say to Bertha, or one of the other women. But there was no bringing Pa back again.


The yard – court three – where Lucy was born off Hay Lane, was right on the eastern edge of Cradley Heath, where the little jerry-built yards of houses gave out to the fields surrounding the town.


The entry into the yard led from Hay Lane, between the three back houses making up one side of the tumbledown yard, and the side wall of the cottage, an older dwelling than the rest of the houses around which the yard was built. The cottage still had some remaining bits of a broken-down wall enclosing a piece of ground which showed the outlines of old garden beds. These were now long gone and everything trodden down into a flat, cindery surface.


The three houses at the side of the yard backed on to three others on Hay Lane. The families in both front and back houses, and the Hipkiss family who lived in the old cottage, shared the two dry-pan lavs and the miskin or rubbish tip up at the end, each contributing to the rank stench pervading the yard. In summer it was overpowering and humming with clouds of flies.


Along the yard’s long back wall, the forge stood in the right-hand corner, facing the cottage. It was barely more than a hovel, with a leaking roof and iron grilles instead of windows. Inside, all in a row along the back wall, were five hearths for working chain. To the left of the forge was a brick wash house, known as the ‘brewhouse’, with its copper inside for heating water and the water pump outside.


The rest of the wall, abutting the lavs at the far end, separated their yard from fields. An adult could just see over it. Children tall enough would scramble up it, like the Hipkiss lads, to look out over the land stretching beyond. The fourth side of the yard was bounded by the wall shared with the yard next door.


Living at number two, in the earliest part of Lucy’s life, were her mom and dad, Ellen and James Butler, along with Albert, already five years old when Lucy entered the world, and William Walker, her mother’s father. Old Man Walker’s body was bent and his soul embittered, decades of his life ground down on the endless toil of making nails, which had paid barely more than slavery itself. It had left him with only one living child, his daughter Ellen, to support him in his old age.


Lucy’s young brother George came along later. But her pa was four months buried when this new son announced his screaming arrival into the world, in the bed his father had not long ago slept in upstairs.


Just three hours after birthing him, Ellen, newly widowed, had been back at the chain hearth. She worked long into the night, a rag diper staunching the blood between her legs and the new baby, swaddled and placed in that same box on the floor beside her, where Lucy had lain on that terrible night.


Lucy had never seen the men working at Corngreaves at the far end of the road, but she had been told about them; the shadowy figures who could sometimes be spotted, black as ants against the infernal glow of the blast furnace.


Her father had worked at Corngreaves as a puddler. All over the area there were mines, both of coal and iron ore. The iron ore was taken to be heated in the blast furnaces from which molten metal was poured into sandy moulds, its blinding orange fading to the brown ‘sow’ of pig iron. The puddlers worked the next stage of the smelting. The pig iron was reheated in a puddling furnace into a doughy ‘bloom’ which they would gather into a great fifty-pound ball on a rabbling bar and hook it out, to be pressed into blocks, or shingles of wrought iron.


Corngreaves, like the other big foundries, stained the night sky red. The furnaces were tapped every two hours, a hole drilled into the hottest depths to let air in. The brilliance of the molten iron pouring out would light the streets at night, so bright that they said you could see to read a newspaper in Graingers Lane.


As she got older, Lucy could only imagine her father having been one of those dark figures, the sweat pouring off them. Before she had even reached her second year, one icy afternoon, James Butler was carried vomiting from the foundry. Soon after, he sank into unconsciousness and died that same evening in his bed, a man of thirty-six. Something burst in his brain, they said. George was born four months later, after the turn of the year.


‘He was a good man, my James.’ Mom couldn’t speak about him without tears. ‘A kind, steadfast man.’


The life of a puddler was short. She had always hoped he would be the exception. And over her dead body would her sons go to the foundry to be carried off by the same work.


Lucy could remember him only as a presence, a voice somewhere in the air above her. She had an idea that her brother Albert had a look of Pa, the dark bristly hair, strong brows and loping walk, but maybe it was only because Mom said so. For Lucy, her father was a ghost who summoned the smell of faggots and peas – his favourite – a pair of big black boots, a voice, a cough. These impressions died with him, fading, as did anything remaining of her mother’s youth or peace of mind.


Mom could scrape together five and six on a good week at the hearth and there she was, left with rent – three shillings – and her fuel to pay for, before she ever had any money for herself and her children. And there was the old man to be fittled.


‘I dow want to move away,’ she wept to Bertha Hipkiss, after James died. ‘Everyone I know is here. I’ve got to keep us going somehow.’


They had got by well enough with her dad’s foundry wage. Now, Old Man Walker, instead of sitting about being kept, bestirred himself and set to the hearth again as well. Aggie Robinson and her family left the yard soon after Lucy’s burning, driven out by the scorn and anger of the neighbours, and Old Man Walker took over her hearth. A man who can make nails can soon learn to fashion chains. Much as he scowled and moaned about it, it was in his interest to earn his beer money – and it was either that or all of them starve on the street.


While bitter about his life, Lucy’s grandfather was never unkind to her. Sometimes she sat by him, his gnarled hands restless on the arm of the chair, his voice hardening as he talked about starting work as a nailmaker in 1844, at the age of nine.


‘Those foggers am bad now – and they was bad then,’ he’d recount in his creaking voice. ‘Factors, we called ’em, bought the nails off of us and sold ’em on – for a profit we’m was never gunna see. And they’d mek us tek our pay in goods instead of money. The “Trucking system” it were called and an evil system it were an’ all. They’d pay yow out of they’m Tommy shops – at the pub or somewhere known to ’em – fittle a rat’d turn ’is snout up at, and for twice the regular price. Cheated us at every turn, they did – on the measures, on the pay . . .’


Lucy heard the story over and over again. Then sometimes the old man would shout, ‘The death of our mother, they was! Ground her into an early grave – ’er were only thirty-eight when ’er passed on!’ His whole body would turn rigid with hatred as he spoke.


‘Starved my father out, that’s what they did . . . And ’im left with five children and them growing fat on our sweat in their big ’ouses, meking us live on starvation levels. Men and women both – sweating and slaving for ’em! You just be glad, little Lucy, that yow weren’t born in them days to a nailmaker’s family . . . We was the cursed of the earth – proud workers we was, the nailmakers of Blackheath, but they ground us down so’s we’d be thrown on the Parish, even when we was working . . .’


His rheumy eyes would turn on her and sometimes, in happier moods, he’d give her a wink. Once, he laid his hand on hers and said,


‘Don’t yow go working in a chain hearth, little wench. That’s more slavery, that is. You find yowerself summat else . . .’


But mostly he would sink back into his own thoughts, his burning resentments.




Four


1898


Bertha Hipkiss opened her eyes into the deep blackness of the bedroom and at once knew two things.


By the unbroken silence, she could tell it was well on into the small hours of the morning. And by the hot, spreading sensation in the depths of her belly, she knew her time had come. Her sleep had been fitful, in a way she recognized from the warm, melting sensation in her belly – her body was gearing itself up.


‘Here we go.’ Her lips shaped the words. ‘Oh Lord above, not again.’ The very thought of trying to right herself in the bed, let alone the effort of bringing forth this child, exhausted her before she had begun. She was forty-eight and far too old for all this caper.


‘I’ve gorra get up,’ she murmured. ‘I cor stay ’ere . . .’


With a groan she levered herself upright on the sunken mattress, rusty bedsprings creaking with every move. Breathing hard, she pulled her shawl round her shoulders, then sat listening for a moment. No sound came from Pauline, her fifteen-year-old daughter sleeping in the bed beside her. Pauline was the only girl left at home now Susannah and Aggie were wed.


The lads, John, Clem and her youngest, Freddie, just four, all slept in the other upstairs room in this mouldy old cottage with its low ceilings and damp stench.


Her old man, Jonno, bless his poor heart, stayed in the chair downstairs now – not for want of love but want of strength and ready breath.


She ought to wake Pauline, get her to run for Mrs Heath, but though the echo of the child’s arrival had begun, her time was not quite yet. Pulling the shawl closer about her, she sat on the side of the bed, straightening her back to pull air inside her lungs.


How many times had she done this before? Eight – as well as three miscarried. And of the eight, her little Wilf dead at one month and Mary at only a few weeks more than that. Grief surged through her at the thought. Most days she tried never to think of those times, or of her dead little ones. But the state of birthing seemed to pick layers of skin off you, laying you bare.


And at this time, she always thought of her own mother, dying soon after she, Bertha, her latest daughter, took her own first breath. She had been born in Purser’s Yard, or Anvil Yard as some called it, in Cradley. The place was its own world, enclosed on three sides, with seventeen houses in a filthy, broken-down jumble of buildings, scattered with the muck and mess of nail and chain workshops, teeming with kids and rife with disease. Typhoid carried off two of her cousins in the yard – but that was after she had left and moved down here to Cradley Heath with her miner husband, Jonno Hipkiss.


Her Jonno had come to the Midlands from Wales, to work the mines in his grandfather Hipkiss’s part of the country. He would sometimes say, ‘If you’ve survived Anvil Yard, cariad, you can survive anything.’


She smiled faintly, tears filling her eyes at the thought of her man, the man he had once been when they met and fell in love, and when they stood in front of the minister for God’s blessing on the union of their hungering bodies. Jonno, what a vigorous man he was, with his strong-boned face and ready grin – much as young Clem’s was shaping into now. In those days she she could scarcely look at Jonno’s stocky, muscular body without wanting to lay hands on him. And what a hunger he had had for her! Together they made their babbies . . .


Memories filled her mind as she sat in the darkness, the cold frame of the bed digging into the backs of her knees. The pains had not got started fully yet, but the glow, the stretching, had begun inside her and she knew she would not sleep.


She let the images drift – walked the lanes outside Cradley with Jonno, her coal miner sweetheart, muscles like rocks in his arms. She listened to the past, to his belting laugh, felt the pull of his arms round her, saw his grin, heard his jokes and songs . . . A man who never seemed tired, was never still. Not like now. My man, my love.


Grief pulsed through her like her blood. And now, this child – another little one that Jonno’s eyes, scorched blind, would never see.


The pain came, pulling tight round the girth of her. Bertha sat up, gasping. It was beginning. She must wake Pauline . . . But immediately the urgency was of a different kind.


‘Oh no . . .’ A sudden burning pressure in her bowels. ‘Not here, I can’t, not here . . .’


Getting up she shuffled to the stairs, bent over with the pain, desperate to hold herself in. Not here – she had to get out to the privy. Every stair of the old cottage creaked at the weight of her body. Halfway down she had to sit, panting, so as not to disgrace herself, until she could manage to go on. She could hear the scrape of Jonno’s breathing from the room below where he slept propped in his chair.


With a last desperate effort, she reached the bottom of the stairs and out into the gaslit yard. Bent over, she staggered, moaning as she began to lose control of herself. The two lavatories, shared between the inhabitants of the yard, were crude and foul. She pulled her way into the first and balanced, panting, on the wooden seat, whimpering with the force of her body emptying itself.


‘God, dear God . . .’ Sweat had broken out all over her and she held her head in her hands, feeling humiliated and helpless. Could she get back to the house? She had to wake Pauline, should have done it before . . .


When that spasm had passed, she sat up in a cold sweat, the stench of the place all about her. She had managed to get up, her hand on the rough door, ready to walk, when it happened, abruptly, with no warning. A spasm passed through her belly, an overwhelming force which buckled her into a squat, pressed between the wood of the lav and the door.


‘Oh . . . No . . . No, no . . . Not here . . .’ She had not even had time to light a candle and she was engulfed in darkness.


There was no stopping it. She was naked under her shift. Her body opened under this gigantic force like a storm hurling its way out of her. The urgency within her would not be stopped, the pressure of the head bearing down, so that the nails of her hand dragged across the splintery door, trying to cling to something. But then she had to move one hand to reach down below, feeling the sticky roundness forcing its way out, the slither of the body which she had to gather in both hands, gasping and sobbing.


‘Oh Lord . . . God in heaven – help me, someone . . .!’


Cradling the limp little body, she forced herself up to grab at the latch, still trailing the child from within her, and almost fell out into the yard. She knelt in the dim light from the lamp, feverishly wiping at the tiny creature’s face, slipping her little finger into its mouth.


There was another convulsion of her body and she felt the liverish remains of the birth deliver itself between her thighs, her legs slick with blood.


‘Come on . . .’ She could pay no attention to herself. She had a desperate, primal task. ‘Come on, little’un . . . Let’s hear yer . . . Tommy – come on, my lad, that’s your name . . .’


But even in her frantic state, she could tell. The baby’s limbs were floppy, like a rag doll in her arms, not drawn up and kicking on the freedom of release. The mouth stayed shut. This tiny boy child had left the world without even beginning to draw a first breath or opening his eyes, just once, to see his mother’s face.


She made herself get up, grimacing at the feel of the blood and mess between her legs, and went into the house for a knife to cut the cord. Then, wrapping the little boy in her shawl, she took him to the house and laid him bundled next to the range. There was nothing better she could think of doing.


Taking the ash can she went out again and scooped all her intimate mess into it with her hands, still feeling a faint warmth to it. She carried it round to the midden behind the lavs, burying it deep in the ash heap. She lifted handfuls of ash to scatter over the bloody mess in the yard.


Going to the pump by the brewhouse, she scrubbed herself, whimpering at the coldness of the water as she scraped at the rime of blood from her legs with her nails. Lastly, she pumped a bucket of water to soak her slip and carried it into the scullery.


Dawn was just breaking as she came downstairs at last, dressed, a thick rag diper between her legs. She lit the range to boil water and make tea, while Jonno slept on in the chair that was now his bed. She sat beside him, waiting for the water. His head was tipped back, his skeletal form under the blanket seeming so small, so reduced. His sleeping face looked like that of a man twenty years more than his age and his lungs rattled and whined.


Bertha went to the scullery and uncorked the bottle which stood next to a pail under the stone sink, one of her stock of pungent home-made brews. She poured a good nip into a cup and returned to sit beside her husband, taking gulps of the pungent elderberry so that the liquid moved down like a flame inside her.


She watched the window for the first hint of day. She was not the woman she had been when it was last light. Another child, another death. Something in her had given way. She felt pooled in grief. But no. She must not show it. Not to Jonno.


‘You know the dawn’s come when you can tell a black thread from a white.’ That’s what her father had told her, all those years back, in Anvil Yard.


Dawn – when things came to light; when they had to be told. She knocked back the last of the country wine.


As the kettle got up steam, she reached over and took Jonno’s hand. She didn’t want to wake him, to bring him grief. But she craved his touch, his words, for comfort. She needed him to mourn with her. Each new child had been a joy to him, and he would grieve. Yet he would find it in him to be strong, as she would herself. The strength to stand against the force of another of the blows life dealt; they would stand together, as they always had. He would not blame her. Never that, she knew.


But now she would have to tell her Jonno about the death of another son.




Five


1901


‘We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we carry nothing out . . .’


The vicar’s solemn voice sounded thin in the winter wind which kept scattering flurries of leaves across the rows of soot-blackened gravestones.


‘Well, that’s the truth,’ Lucy’s mother muttered as they stood huddled together, watching her father, Old Man Walker’s, coffin – the cheapest possible – lowered into the ground. The dark outline of the church loomed to their right.


Lucy’s stump ached in the icy day, tied into a kind of muslin sock. Her crutches pushed up into her armpits. Mr Clark was still trying to perfect some sort of leg for her, but his contraptions with wood pegs and straps to tie round her waist rubbed horribly on the stump and today she felt safer using her familiar crutches.


They were all frozen to the marrow, Lucy, Mom, her brothers – Albert, thirteen, and George who was five now and was leaning up against Mom, too cold even to cry. Albert kept his head down, not looking at anyone. Lucy wished she could go and cuddle up against George for comfort, but she had to hang on to her crutches and it was hard enough to wipe the tears from her own cheeks.


Mom had her hands huddled in the sleeves of a threadbare coat, lent to her by Mrs Clark for the occasion. Having a husband who made coffins, she kept a couple of such garments to lend out for funerals. It was the only coat they had to wear between them. Even so, Lucy could see that her mother’s body was clenched up in the cold. All of them were shivering as if stricken with fever.


A few of the neighbours had come; people rallied round to offer a few coppers towards the rites. Once the brief ceremony was over, and the thud of shovelfuls of earth falling on the lid of the coffin began, other sounds seemed to reach them: the clop of hooves on the road in the distance, the clang of metal from a factory nearby.


‘That’s enough, let’s go,’ Ellen said, reaching down to pull on George’s hand the moment the droning words had died to a final ‘Amen’. ‘I cor put up with any more o’ this canting.’


Lucy, now eight, knew Mom had no time for the Lord and all his supposed blessings. Few seemed to have come in her direction. She could hear the utter desperation in her mother’s voice.


William Walker, her grandfather and Mom’s father, had not been an easy man. Lucy had sat many an afternoon being fed all his complaints. But he had rallied round, his already bent back becoming even more bowed from standing over a chain hearth day after day. He had worked slowly at his age, but he had brought in a few desperately needed shillings a week.


‘You’re the man of the house now,’ Mom said to Albert as soon as the old man’s last breath had faded. ‘You’re to go to Hoskins and ask to be taken on.’


Albert, cap at an angle over frowning eyebrows similar to those of his grandfather, looked up at her. ‘I’ll earn myself more than the old man,’ he said fiercely. ‘You’ll see.’
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