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For Mum









Prologue


THE PLANE LOOKED MASSIVE AS I WALKED ACROSS THE tarmac at Luton Airport, Mum holding my hand to make sure I didn’t dart off. Dad and my brothers climbed easily up the clanging metal stairs while my little legs struggled to keep up. No way was I being left behind. For the first time ever, we were all getting a proper family holiday abroad, in sunny Minorca. We’d seen the posters on travel agents’ windows, all palm trees and beaches, that had been the nearest we’d ever got to visiting anywhere different, but now we were actually going ourselves. This was going to be sweet. Everyone was fit to bursting.


It only took us kids seconds to work out that if you pressed a button, the seat reclined. And if you stood up on it you could reach a light switch you could flick on and off. Basically anything within reach that could be played with was played with to maximum effect before Mum or Dad delivered a slap. Everyone liked the seat pocket in front, with all magazines and stuff, but best of all, there was a foldaway table. My older brothers remember being even more excited when Mum said we’d get a tray of food with pudding and everything once we were in the sky. Then this beautiful woman in a fancy uniform was smiling down at us and checking seat belts while another one did a safety demo, which looked like some sort of strange arm dance.


Anyway, there we are, on the tarmac, about to taxi down the runway and take off. Mum, Dad, Mark, Darren, Scott and me. The crew had just started shutting the doors and pulling the stairs away when police cars suddenly appeared outside the window, all flashing lights and sirens, getting closer and closer. Next thing we knew, the cabin was full of the Old Bill, barrelling up the aisle towards us. They grabbed my dad, stuck him in handcuffs and dragged him out. We were screaming, terrified. Then they marched Mum, my brothers and me off the plane and drove us all away in the back of a van, or ‘meat wagon’ as my family called them.


What happened next is a blank in my memory. We must have been taken back to London. I don’t know what Dad was arrested for – but they didn’t manage to nail him that time. It would have been better for us all if they had.
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Steak and Kidney Sidney


MY MUM’S LIFE HAD SEEN A FAIR BIT OF DRAMA, MOSTLY related to her choice in men, by the time I came along.


I was born in January 1972 in the Royal Free Hospital, Islington, north London. These days you think of Islington as a wealthy area but it wasn’t back then. We lived to the north of Pentonville, part of a large working-class population which was usually at the sharp end of any economic crisis. I arrived right at the start of one of them. Britain was soon to be in total financial meltdown. The national debt was so bad that the whole country was on the brink of bankruptcy. Industrial relations were in tatters, with my early childhood marked by constant strikes, three-day weeks and regular power cuts, sometimes no electricity at all.


My family had been hit by many slumps down the generations. My maternal grandfather, Donald MacNeil, who, as you might have guessed, was Scottish, was born in the early 1900s and had battled through the Great Depression of the 1930s. Forced to come down to London to try to find work, he arrived without two bob to rub together, but rolled up his sleeves and grafted away at whatever he could. It was far from rich pickings back then, but he was canny and managed to get himself one of the best newspaper pitches in the City. It was not that far from Pentonville geographically, but, as the financial centre of the country, was a different world. Grandpa ran a tight stand, but actually selling the newspapers was only a part of it. They say he was also great with people, genuinely liked them. He was as working class as they come but could charm the pants off the toffs. He had the banter. The wit. The warmth. It was the same then as it is now. If you put a bit of sparkle into someone’s day, make them laugh even for a moment, they walk away with a smile, feeling a bit better about the world and themselves. It’s a kind of acting, a well-crafted routine. Happy customers would then come back and hopefully be more generous with their tips. Donald also needed to make the right friends and avoid the wrong enemies because if you didn’t, your little earner would soon be someone else’s.


My granny Florence was a Londoner and quite a character herself. Known to everyone as Flo, she was a bit older than Donald, having been born at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign. I wonder how many pubs were already called ‘The Queen Vic’ back then. Granny had been married once before, with four children, by the time she met Donald. The oldest was Florence, who everyone called Flossie, so as not to confuse her with her mum. No one born Florence seemed actually to be called Florence back then. Then came William, known as Billy – as no one seemed to be called William either – then June, or ‘Junie’. Finally there was Evelyn, who was adopted towards the start of the Second World War when Granny Flo had already turned forty.


Donald and Flo were both already well established in the community when they met. Flo was a force of nature with an entrepreneurial side. She was very well connected and respected but not to be messed with. During the war and for years afterwards many goods were rationed and in short supply and Granny seemed to have a network that could lay their hands on what people wanted – and also deal with problems, so you could go to her for pretty much anything, from black-market stockings to calming down trouble and sorting issues.


I don’t know what happened to Granny’s husband but at some point she met Donald, who’d been a bachelor till then, and he fell for Flo. They married in the early 1940s and moved in together into a medium-sized terrace house on Baron Street, Islington, with Flo’s children, then had two of their own. My mum Joan was born in 1944 bang in the middle of what people called ‘the Baby Blitz’, the German bombing raids that targeted south-east England. More and more buildings were reduced to rubble every night, with a growing death toll of those inside or on the streets who didn’t make it to the shelters in time. ‘Joanie’, as Mum was known pretty much from the word go, was a beautiful, loving, feisty and funny little girl. A ray of sunshine in dark times and the absolute apple of her daddy’s eye. My Aunt Carol came along a year later in 1945, just at the end of the war. So there they were, all eight of them, crammed into what seemed like a happy if chaotic home.


Because of their noses for business and determination to graft, Flo and Donald had done well for themselves for a working-class couple who’d started with nothing. There were a lot of mouths to feed, though, and the whole of Britain was thrown into a post-war economic crisis, so money could never be taken for granted. Much of Islington had been bombed to within an inch of its life with a tragic loss of life. Their house survived the war but was bulldozed later anyway, and they got a council flat.


I never got a chance to talk to Mum about her life growing up or what dreams she might have had when she was a teenager. Probably she didn’t think beyond getting a job to help pay the bills and going out on a Saturday night. By the time she was sixteen, the long dreary post-war era must have felt like it might be finally ending. Coffee bars had sprung up over the city, places for teenagers to meet alongside the local dance halls. I can imagine Mum being chatted up by young men in sharp suits and maybe even with their own transport. Guys who could flash the cash, make a girl laugh and feel like a princess. There may have been precious little actual glamour in working-class Islington, with its grubby streets and bomb sites, but my mum was a really pretty girl who could make herself look glamorous and see where it got her. No doubt she was streetwise in some ways, but she was also too innocent in others, and where that got her was pregnant at seventeen by a handsome charmer from Kentish Town.


When my eldest brother Mark arrived in 1962, however, she was totally bowled over with love for her beautiful baby boy. Everything about Mark’s dad was, and remains, a mystery. Mum didn’t talk about him, and he was out of the picture long before Mark was born.


So there was my mum, still only in her teens, with a baby boy and the father nowhere to be seen. When those are the cards you’ve been dealt, I suppose you do what you can to stay strong and make the most of it. She was totally devoted to Mark but she was trapped, lonely and still very young, though feisty, funny and pretty as ever. It was unlikely a young librarian would sweep her off her feet. Not that she’d have wanted one if he tried.


When Mark was four, Mum met a new man, Dave, and they had two children: Darren, who was born in 1968, and Scott in 1969. It was almost like a normal household for a while, with Darren and Scott’s dad acting like a regular father, apart from the fact that he didn’t exactly have a regular job.


His main area of endeavour was robbing post office vehicles. He had a system that seemed to get results back in the day – though it wouldn’t work now, with all the computerization and security cameras. The rewards weren’t huge but the risks were relatively low. He’d grab bags of mail and root around inside, looking for new family allowance books that were common back then (family allowance was what came before child benefit and you had to have a little book to go and claim it). He’d then get hold of his mum, sisters-in-law and friends of my mum and hand them a bundle each. They would go round post offices all over London cashing them up. Nothing local, obviously – too risky. They’d divvy up the money, then everyone got fed.


This attempt at happy families all came to an abrupt halt when Dave took a risk too far and got caught doing a proper bank job. He was arrested and sentenced at the Old Bailey. Twenty-one years for armed robbery.


Now, twenty-one years is a long time in anyone’s book, so my mum just sort of went ‘See you later’. And then she met my dad. She jumped right out of the frying pan into the fire, though, because my dad was an armed robber as well. This was the life she knew. These were her peers, her whole world. I don’t think she’d have known how to escape it even if she wanted to, so instead she kept getting involved.


Mum had managed to get jobs in pubs and the bingo hall at Chapel Market. She was great at both as she was the real life and soul of any room. Always very pretty with a big personality. It’s a tough gig being on your own with three young kids, though. Neighbours and family would help out in the evenings if Mum was working.


By the time I came along as the baby brother, by the third dad, we were living at Mandeville Houses on Mantell Street, the first social housing estate in the area to be built by the local council rather than by a trust. Finished in 1930, it was a big old place five storeys high. Everything seems huge when you’re a little kid, but these flats weren’t. You opened the front door into a narrow passage with small rooms on either side. There was a tiny kitchen and bathroom. When Mandeville was built, though, an inside bathroom, not a toilet shared with the neighbours and a tub in the kitchen, was a real luxury.


There must have been enough dodgy money coming in from somewhere, as Mum and Dad had obviously splashed out on the décor. We had a particularly swirly carpet in fetching shades of golden brown, mustardy brown, dark brown and red. We also briefly had a fashionable shag pile carpet, which was like walking over woolly un-mown grass. If grass was the colour of Colman’s mustard. A lot of things in the 1970s came in weird shades of brown and gold. Even the cars. A long shaggy carpet may have been the least practical thing possible to have in a small front room with four growing boys, and after about a week it was in a sorry state. All flattened out and kind of greasy to touch.


We also had a velour three-piece suite and a ‘feature fireplace’ – basically a two-bar electric heater with lots of moulded plastic in the shape of logs and flames which were lit up by a bulb. It wasn’t very convincing but I loved it. Lying by that reddish glow, feeling the heat from those bars was my favourite place in the room. Unfortunately it was also all my brothers’ favourite place, so me being the youngest I usually lost that fight.


There was also a ‘music centre’, which was mum’s pride and joy. It contained a turntable (or record player, as people said back then) a cassette player and a radio. The sound was pretty good when it was working – but more on that later.


Even though we were right on the edge of bustling, energetic Chapel Market, Mandeville was like a self-contained world. It loomed over all the older low-rise buildings around it – though it was not as high as the nearby council estates built in the 1960s and 1970s. You entered the estate through an arched tunnel in the building that led into a central courtyard where there were lines and lines of doorways to the stairwells leading up to all the flats. If you shouted upwards in the tunnel you could get a bit of a scary echo off it as the sound bounced back. We lived just by the archway. Mandeville had well over a hundred flats, so although you knew all your neighbours you were closest to the ones who shared your stairwell. It seemed in our childhood world that it didn’t matter where we went, we’d know someone.


The estate was what you might call ‘self-policing’. The actual police were definitely not welcome inside, though we saw loads of Old Bill come in and grab people. I remember seeing a cop car abandoned there. They must have come in and given up, or been beaten up or something. The community had their own honour code though, and while anyone who crossed the line wouldn’t have been scared of the police, they were terrified of the self-policing. You knew, even as a little ’un, that grassing anyone up to the Old Bill was one of the most serious offences everywhere on the estate, but especially in our family.


If anything happened, the word would spread like wildfire. Any stranger coming into the estate would be spotted, noted, stared at and, if they were young and male, could be in trouble very soon. One day we heard a massive bang from the Chapel Street end of the estate and everyone rushed out. The council were drilling the road and one poor sod’s drill had gone straight through the mains electricity cable, which exploded. He was standing there, not a stitch on. Enough voltage to power the whole estate went up his pneumatic drill and right through him. All us kids were out there staring at this guy who was literally smoking, burned from top to bottom, and shaking like crazy. I can still remember the smell of frying skin and hair. It was horrible.


Mandeville was known on the outside as being very rough. It was a real old kind of tenement community where no one had a pot to piss in but everyone knew each other and your neighbours became your friends. People would really help each other out and you could just go and ring your neighbour’s doorbell if you needed something. Looking back, that was a bit of a lifesaver for my mum.


I was called David after my dad, although everyone knew him as ‘Porky’. They say I was a chubby little baby, so I became ‘Steak and Kidney Sidney’, which immediately got shortened to Sid, and that’s what I’ve been called ever since. Mum found out too late that my dad had two sides, and that the bad side was evil, especially on the drink, when he’d become loud, angry and aggressive. We’d hear him coming in from the pub and instantly everything would feel ominous while we waited to see who he’d pick on. He used to beat Mum up – then he started on us. I remember hiding, scared and worried for my mum. She kept chucking him out because he was just too violent and no way was she going to let someone hurt her boys. Robbing banks was one thing but violence against kids was another.


One time, he accused Darren of some minor misdemeanour, picked him up and hung him out of a window by his ankles. Our flat was a few floors up. Luckily Mum was in the middle of the ironing in the other room, so the second she realized what was happening she ripped the still red-hot iron from its socket, rushed through and threatened to burn a hole in his back if he didn’t pull Darren in. That was about the last straw. He may have been violent but Mum was well connected and respected by the local underworld, which, as I said before, had its own style of community policing. If she’d have said the word, he’d have been sorted out.


She never made the call, though that time he got a warning. Making that call would have been the last resort. She had her pride, her memories of first falling for him, and thought she could sort it out herself. He kept crawling back, apologising, promising never to do it again. She kept hoping that was true but it never was.


Around that time, we became very good friends with the neighbours living directly below us, Chrissie and Rodney Freed. Mum got on well with them and they would look after us if she was working nights at the pub or bingo hall. Rodney even seemed to be able to handle my dad’s temper. When Dad was in a rage and things got rough in our house, I would go downstairs to their flat where it was safe. I was friends with the Freeds’ son Jamie, who I used to play with because he was the same age as me. He was probably my best friend when I was really young, before I started school.


Then when I started primary school I made friends who would change my life. I was in the same class as a girl called Joanne Wooder who used to be met by her mum, Maureen, and little brother Danny at the gate. Somehow I struck up a friendship with them and I’d join them when they took Danny to play on the swings in the park. I remember one day he somehow got putty in his hair and Joanne set about trying to remove it. For some reason, after that, I felt that I had to look after him, same as Joanne did. She was my classmate and my friend, and I felt protective of her little brother. It wasn’t long before Danny and I became best friends. The Wooders lived down the road on Mathilda Street in an actual house, which was also council at that point.


But I’m getting ahead of myself. Right now it was us in Mandeville Houses, with our neighbours the Freeds. Because the flats were small, we didn’t really spend much time indoors. All the kids used to play out in the central courtyard, where we were never out of sight. The mums would also hang out washing there and sit on the wall where the kids were playing. I can remember Mum sitting there, watching us, with Chrissie and other neighbours, just chatting away. You don’t get that now.


There was a slide in the courtyard and Jamie and I used to go down it on a bike, which was fun because we’d half lose control as we skidded down. Chrissie would go stark raving mad, frightened we’d hurt ourselves, or hurt someone else. She’d come out and shriek, ‘What the fucking hell are you doing?! You don’t go down slides on bikes!’ We also entertained ourselves by pestering Bobby Bradstock, who had a fruit and veg stall right at the edge of the estate where it met Chapel Market. He used to park his lorry in our bit of the courtyard and let us kids go in. We used to play in it, around it and under it. Bobby would have to check all over before he drove off.


We were out on the streets a lot, especially in any decent weather. I suppose that seems odd now. You don’t really see young kids hanging about, playing on inner-city streets any more. I think back in the day, the local attitude was that nothing too bad could happen to kids out of school. It was all pretty safe. We had a good community, everyone knew each other, there was lots of big families. Everyone felt a little bit more community spirited, almost like a family that looked out for each other. Not that the local underworld was exactly pure as the driven snow but one thing was certain: if anyone hurt a local kid they would be hunted down. Nothing the police could do would come anywhere near what would happen to them in the community.


The connected families were able to hold things together. It was old-school gangster style. People wouldn’t burgle their neighbours. They had their backs. Some of the shops would get burgled, the big chains, and banks would get robbed. Not on the doorstep though. The community looked after itself and the police didn’t get much of a look in.


I stayed very close to the Freeds the whole time we were in Mandeville and afterwards as well, when we were moved out to Stonefield Street. They became like extended family to me and my brothers and were a great source of comfort and security. They were always really loving to their kids. Rodney would cuddle and play fight with Jamie on the sofa but I didn’t like being cuddled. I only wanted cuddles from my mum.


The neighbours knew my dad was beating up my mum, my brothers and basically anyone who got within his radius when he lost it. People used to say ‘Joanie and Porky was always having battles’. But ‘having battles’ underplayed the horror of it all. Rodney still tells me, ‘Your dad was a proper fucking nut.’


The Freeds used to hear all the screams and think, ‘What’s Porky fucking done this time?’ We’d run away if we could but it was horrible knowing he’d be beating mum up. Sometimes, if we were all there, my brothers and me would try to protect her. I was only tiny but as the others got bigger they could sometimes manage it. He used to have a go at her when my older brothers were out though, or when all of us were out. We’d come home to find Mum all beaten up and crying. Things smashed up all over the shop.


Because Rodney could control Dad, he’d sometimes rush up and check up on us if he was home and heard things kicking off. He thought he’d seen it all but one time even he was totally shocked. He told me that Dad had got his hands on a life-size mannequin and thought it would be funny to dress it in Mum’s clothes and one of her wigs then make it look like she was dead in the bath. Rodney came up into the flat when he heard us screaming. I don’t remember this but he said I was shaking like a leaf and couldn’t speak. He dragged me downstairs to their flat.


I know now that I’ve blocked out a lot of my dad’s behaviour that traumatized me at the time. Some of the most shocking moments only came back when talking to my brothers and other people during the research for this book. The crazy incident at Luton Airport has been kept alive though, as it’s so out there; we’ve laughed about it down the years.


My dad eventually got done for a heavy-duty robbery that was enough to put him away for a long stretch. Everyone was glad to see the back of Porky.
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Down the Market


IF YOU’D BEEN TO ISLINGTON FOR THE FIRST TIME IN the last twenty years or so, the picture I’ve been painting probably doesn’t seem that familiar. Now, Upper Street, the main street in the area, is fashionable, packed with bars and restaurants and chichi shops. In the seventies and eighties, though, it was rough and ready. And it was dead, too. A lot of the businesses were boarded up and even the flats above the shops had no one living in them. I remember fabric shops and old-fashioned establishments selling industrial-strength underwear to the more mature customer by appointment. There were hairdressers but not trendy ones like you get today – more like blue rinses and a price war to the bottom for the cheapest haircut. A few offices sold car insurance or whatever. One lettings agent, perhaps, in the whole street. Traditional hardware shops. And one or two DHSS places you’d go if you were applying for assistance – what is now called income support.


For us, as kids and teenagers, it was mostly boring, not much to catch the eye from one end of Upper Street to the other, with just one or two exceptions. Like Reckless Records. When we got our own independent record store on Upper Street, that felt exciting. We were like, ‘Woohoo, we’re coming up in the world!’


A lot of kids, including me, bought their shoes from Jimmy’s, which was owned by a Greek family. They had two shops next to each other – Marathon Sports that sold trainers and Jimmy’s, selling kids’ shoes. Despite the huge changes in Islington, the shop is still there, still owned by the same family and the same assistant who was around when I was a kid, George, still works Saturdays.


There was always someone trying to pull a scam. Like guys trying to buy an odd shoe half-price, claiming they were due to have their leg amputated the following week. It was obvious to everyone they’d stolen a shoe from somewhere else and were trying to make a pair. The chat would go:


‘Why do you want one shoe? You’ve got two legs?’


‘I’m having one amputated.’


‘Why? You seem fine walking on it now.’


‘Oh no – I’ve terrible problems with my legs . . .’


I remember just up from Jimmy’s, at the library, there used to be an old pub with a chess club upstairs. Quite a lot of the homeless guys used to come to the club – I think you got free tea and toast. You had to be playing chess, though. A mate of mine used to go there as a kid, thinking he was doing really well, winning games, and then realized the homeless blokes were happily getting beaten by an eleven-year-old because they were only there for the free tea and toast.


The Business Design Centre on Upper Street used to be ‘the Aggie’, the Royal Agricultural Hall, though it was a big derelict dump covered in corrugated iron when I was growing up. That was before a local family came to the rescue and bought it in the 1980s. Sam Morris had started with a store in Brick Lane in the East End and become a successful shopfitter. He’d made his pile and retired. Then one day he said, ‘I’ve got to buy the Aggie.’ There was talk at the time of knocking it down. He got his family together and told them what he was planning. His kids, who’d been through private school and were grown up by then and comfortable, were pretty nervous about what seemed like a crazy risk. Sam’s missus said, ‘Look, your dad made the money and if he wants to take the risk on the Aggie you’re going to back him.’ They did and Sam pulled it off. The Aggie was reborn as the Building Design Centre, which opened in 1986.


Upper Street splits a neighbourhood known as Barnsbury and that was always a wealthier pocket – even then some posh people lived there, in big, beautiful houses. The poshest were the professional types, like lawyers. Maybe some posh arty types – architects, hippie intellectuals, art school tutors. A mate of mine told me a great story that happened back around the 1970s. This was when a few brave, upwardly mobile professional types had started to move in as it was close to the City and you’d get a lot of flat for your money. A young accountant was up early one day, grafting away on a pile of documents at his desk next to the front window overlooking the park. At 6.30 a.m., a van appeared and a few guys in overalls got out and began taking the gates off the park entrance. He was impressed by how quiet they were, obviously not wanting to disturb anyone. He got on with his paperwork, the van drove off and he started thinking, ‘They were up awfully early for council maintenance.’


It turned out that the driver was the brother of his neighbour, who was a real old Islington type. A few days later, the neighbour wasn’t looking his usual cheery self and the young accountant asked how things were. ‘Not so great,’ he said. ‘My brother’s just been nicked for stealing the bloody park gates. We’ve just arranged a big birthday party for him as well.’ The thing went to court, the brother got done and had his birthday in Pentonville.


But for all the upwardly mobile types, there were also loads of scruffy terraces in this area, all split into flats and rented out. A lot of Irish families lived in them. We were told a lot of crap about them being terrorists, as people were really paranoid about the IRA back then. I know someone who said none of his friends would come to visit him in Islington because it was too terrifying to go there in case you got murdered by the terrorists, criminals and crazy people.


There were people from different ethnic backgrounds and different religions in the community. The way to overcome barriers was by getting to know each other, discovering how much we had in common. When it came down to it, we all liked good food and good music, which was enough for most people.


People got to know each other. If you’d not been paid you could still go out and ‘tick’ your drinks in the pub or ‘tick’ your lunch at the local cafe, until you got your money at the end of the month. You could even buy a record or a pair of jeans on tick, paying the week after because the shop owners knew their customers.


The buzz was Chapel Market, to the east of Upper Street, down near Angel tube station. Whatever direction you came from, once you got there, bang, suddenly there was an explosion of life and colour. When you turned off Upper Street, you left behind the shops and offices, the brown and grey buildings and the quieter leafy streets the middle classes already had their eye on, and stepped into bustle and noise. Full on technicolour. All the market traders had different coloured awnings and they were all shouting out to customers to come and see what they had to sell. Everyone talked to you and every bloke got called John – which would cause kids of the same name to start and look around. My mate John, who I didn’t know back then, still jokes about. He says it used to confuse the hell out of him, because he thought everyone knew who he was. He lived the other side of Upper Street, in the posher bit, but his godfather used to take him up to Chapel Market and he really did know every trader. They would walk up and down past the stalls then go for jellied eels or pie and mash.


Chapel Street Market is still there but it’s not the same. It was a proper working traders’ market back then. There were many more stalls crowding the road and not really that many shops. The market was full of people making things happen for themselves. It was exciting, the real colour and flavour of Islington. That was where everyone went to buy their fruit and veg, even the posh people. Back then, it was everyone’s first option. People would talk about going ‘down Chap’ or ask, ‘Are you going down Chap?’ In the local accent it sounded like d-a-n-c-h-a-p. ‘Dan Chap’ was where you went to get pretty much anything you needed.


One of the first Marks & Spencers in London was on Chapel Market and there had been a Sainsbury’s there since 1882, one of the earliest branches to open after the original shop. There was also a Woolworths, or ‘Woolies’, as everyone said. For food, there was a Wimpy and M. Manze, which everyone just called Manze’s, one of the great pie and mash shops. I’ve always been into my food and I can still remember the smell that hit me walking in off the street – baking steak and pies and bubbling gravy (called liquor). If you wanted sweets you headed to Franks, while De Marco’s sold ice cream. There was even an apple fritters store. Anthony Jackson’s had the best broken biscuits. My friend Danny Wooder’s mum used to buy them and we’d go through them like anything, guessing what kind of biscuit they were. Some were obvious but you got the odd tricky one! They all tasted great.


The crowds of shoppers attracted fly pitchers – un-authorised traders – who’d sell everything and anything: shitty watches, jewellery, perfumes, clothes, dodgy knocked-off gear that had been rejected in the factory. Danny’s mum bought a shirt once for Danny’s dad. She thought she was getting a really good bargain and it certainly looked alright in the packet. When she got it home the sleeves only came to half way between his elbows and his wrists. We were in stitches. So was the shirt, in all the wrong places.


One of the stalls sold empty paper carrier bags for five pence. They were ahead of their time! The environment might’ve been in a better state now if everyone had been doing things like that sooner.


The market offered endless entertainment to us kids. There was an organ grinder with a monkey that would hold out his tiny hat for people to drop their coins in. I loved that when I was little. We’d nick chestnuts from the chestnut seller when he wasn’t looking, even though half the time they were too hot to touch, so we’d drop them on the ground. And we’d look out for a Sikh guy with a big colourful turban who’d wander down the street shouting, ‘I’ve got a horse, I’ve got a horse!’ His intention was to get adults to place a bet but instead he got a group of children following him like he was the Pied Piper, also shouting, ‘I’ve got a horse, I’ve got a horse!’


When the BBC launched a new comedy series Only Fools and Horses in 1981 about a family of market traders, the Trotters, operating in Peckham, south London, the images they used for the opening credits were scenes from Chapel Market. I think the producers must have chosen that location even though it was the other side of the river from where Del Boy and Rodney lived because it perfectly summed up what a proper old-school working-class market was about. The first thing you saw when the credits rolled was the view over Chap from the Upper Street side, looking towards the Barnsbury council estate, and rows of market stalls mobbed with punters. To the right was the old Woolworths, and the Wimpy. Beyond that was the opening to our old estate, Mandeville Houses. To the left you could make out M. Manze’s pie and mash shop as well as the flats at the edge of Barnsbury. My old primary school was off to the left and the flat my nan and grampa had on the estate, in Richmond House, was a bit further down. I was nine when the show started and I loved it. You can imagine the thrill of watching the biggest comedy show on telly and seeing all the places that were right on my doorstep. Only Fools ran for more than two decades and they never changed the opening.


In contrast to the buzz of Chapel Market was the Packington Estate, to the east of Upper Street. It wasn’t high rise – more like loads of linked low-rise blocks, built in the sixties on Second World War bombsites. The blocks were connected by concrete walkways, which is a great idea if there’s no real trouble but no one would ever say that about Packington. The police absolutely hated it because if you got away from them into the estate – which was a huge sprawl – they would never find you. I remember we used to play a game called ‘Had’ in the walkways. You could jump from one to another and no one would know where you were. It was impossible for people to catch you in those estates.


OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page



		Contents



		Dedication page



		Prologue



		1. Steak and Kidney Sidney



		2. Down the Market



		3. On the Rob



		4. Saying Goodbye



		5. Nothing Was Mine



		6. Anna Scher



		7. The Wooders



		8. To the Van



		9. Rich and Poor



		10. A Big Adventure



		11. A Petty Thief



		12. Fight!



		13. Up the Arsenal



		14. Changes



		15. A Big Chance



		16. Revolution



		17. New Horizons



		18. Back Down to Earth



		19. Meeting Mario



		20. Back With My Brothers



		21. EastEnders



		22. Trying to Behave



		23. Becoming Ricky



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Photo Credits



		Plate Section



		About the Author



		Also by Sid Owen



		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
p
COMPELLING
and
MOVING
story of
HARDSHIP
and
REDEMPTION’
NICK BE\RRY

Sid Owen





