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  A Few Words From Suggs




  This is a fascinating and original story of one of the last true pearly kings, Alf Dole, Pearly King of St Pancras, who could trace his family roots back to the costermongers.

  The pearly attitude to life is one of pride, not just to raise money for the needy but also to dispense the true cockney spirit, which Alf always did in his pearly button taxi with the radio up

  loud, blasting out cockney songs and getting everybody to join in. And of course he played the spoons whenever he could, including on stage with Madness when we did a London show. He could be found

  most Sundays at Greenwich in his taxi collecting for his favourite charity, Great Ormond Street Hospital. Alf . . . a true pearly legend!
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  Prologue




  I’ll Get My Own Drinks




  The two cars were a write-off. I could make that much out. When I went closer I saw one of the drivers had his hands round the throat of the other.

  Two passers-by pulled him off but he kept trying to go back to land a punch.




  ‘What the hell were you playing at?’




  ‘I told you, mate, I didn’t see you.’




  ‘How can you not see me? Look at the size of my car.’




  The other guy laughed.




  ‘Are you serious? I can only see you now because you’re a foot in front of me.’




  Eventually they both calmed down and agreed it was neither driver’s fault. Not really.




  ‘This bloody war,’ one of them said. ‘This blackout will kill us before Hitler does.’




  You took your life in your own hands walking along the Euston Road at night in 1940. There were no street lamps, all windows of the houses and pubs along the route were boarded up and the cars

  and buses had to pick their way without headlights. They should have slowed down but most didn’t, and as pedestrians you needed your wits to avoid vehicles coming out of nowhere and mounting

  the pavement on a bend. Not a night passed without a collision of some sort. In the mornings I’d find telltale bits of bumper or headlamp glass as I walked into town.




  It was safer when you turned off the main road but no lighter. Cars rarely ventured up Chalton Street and no one living in Somers Town could afford much more than a horse and cart.

  Shanks’s pony did most of us just fine. For the rest there were the trams, the new trolleybuses or the underground.




  I was heading to Charrington Street and I was late. I’d been out with mates and promised Mum I’d be home by nine. It must have been nearly eleven. The only hope I had was if she was

  out as well. And, if she was, I had a pretty good idea where she’d be. It was Saturday, after all.




  I could hear the Eastnor Castle before I could see it. Sixty or seventy voices were singing and somewhere, drowned in the chorus, was a piano struggling to be heard. I made my way over to where

  men were standing outside, smoking. Not because of the law like today, but because it was so hot inside. They all had smiles on their faces.




  ‘All right, Alfie?’ one of them, the local haberdasher, called out when he spotted me.




  ‘Hi, Mr Jacobs. Is my mum in there?’




  ‘You’re in luck,’ he laughed. ‘She’s over the back. If you get home now she’ll be none the wiser.’




  I didn’t answer that. How did he know what I was thinking?




  ‘I was young once, you know.’




  I was about to take his advice and run home when I realised the music had stopped and the singing with it. There was just one voice coming from inside the pub now and he had everyone in

  stitches. I knew it was risky, but I had to have a look.




  I pushed past Mr Jacobs and stood outside the doors. They were wooden with boarded windows, like everywhere else. Even if they weren’t I probably couldn’t have seen through the

  frosted glass. There was only one way to see what was going on inside.




  I pushed the right-hand door open and met a wall of bodies with their backs to me. That was a relief. It meant Mum couldn’t see me. On the other hand, I couldn’t see in. I was ten

  years old and not tall for my age; just over waist height of most of the people there. Spying a gap between a man and woman, I squeezed through then stopped.




  Everyone in the saloon was in stitches at the man in the middle of the room. He was telling a story that went off in this direction and that, getting more preposterous by the minute. At every

  turn a couple of drinkers would heckle him with insults and he’d just bat them away with another joke. When he finished – finally – he got a round of applause and the people on

  the edges stepped forwards to slap him on the shoulder and offer to buy him a drink. As they got near him, he produced a metal box and waved it under their noses.




  ‘I’ll get my own drinks, thanks, but you can put the price of an ale in the tin if you don’t mind.’




  They all did. I watched as the man went round the pub, slowly, chatting to everyone, and encouraging them all to dig deep and drop a penny or two into his collection tin. It was no mean feat. We

  were a country at war. There was rationing and people had already been poor to start with. But most drinkers gave because they understood every penny would end up helping a good cause. The man

  didn’t have to tell them – they knew from what he was wearing. His suit, covered top to bottom in sparkling white mother-of-pearl buttons, was his calling card.




  I realised I’d stood there too long when the man shook his tin at the couple I was hiding behind and said, ‘It’s a bit late for you, Alfie, isn’t it?’




  ‘Sorry, Granddad,’ I said. ‘I wanted to hear your story.’




  He laughed. ‘You’ve heard it before. You’ve heard them all before!’




  He was probably right. There was nothing I loved more than listening to my granddad spin his yarns, with or without his suit. But watching him perform, all dressed up, in front of a large

  audience was a thrill that was worth getting a telling off for.




  ‘Your mum’s heading home soon,’ he said. ‘I suggest you’re there before she is.’




  He was right. It must have been near closing time. I ran back out, across Chalton Street, round the school at the top of the road and down Charrington. I fished the key to our house through the

  letterbox and let myself in. The house was cold and dark but I was warm as toast on adrenaline and pride. I was never happier than watching Granddad strut his stuff in public. It was worth a clout

  from Mum to see him in action because if there was anyone in the world I wanted to be like, it was him.




  I climbed into bed next to my younger brother and closed my eyes, praying for the same thing I wished for every night.




  ‘Dear God, please let me be one. Please let me be a Pearly King.’




  





  1




  Give Us an Apple, Mr Dole




  In the beginning there was fruit – and the fruit was good. Bloomin’ good, actually, and in plentiful supply. That’s the benefit

  of having a greengrocer as the head of the family. To be honest, even when the fruit wasn’t as box fresh as it might have been, it found its way into pies or tarts or drinks somehow. And if

  there was a profit to be turned, then you could rely on him to find the way.




  George Dole was the man with his name above the shop at 151 Chalton Street, NW1. To me he was ‘Granddad’, to his customers he was ‘George’ or ‘Mr Dole’. But

  to the barrow boys, costermongers and importers down at Covent Garden fruit market he was known by a different name: ‘Specky’ – and it was nothing to do with him wearing

  glasses.




  With so much fruit coming into London from all over the world before the war, the greengrocers could afford to be picky and wholesalers were kept on their toes to compete with each other. If you

  sold a bad lot to a greengrocer one week, he’d go to one of your competitors next time. So before anything was sold, each piece of fruit and veg would be gone through and any that

  hadn’t survived the trip from the West Indies or Holland or the south of England would be tossed out. Oranges, for example, were prone to getting little ‘specks’ on them when they

  started to turn. Any found with the giveaway white marks would be thrown into the big bins round the back of the stalls.




  And that’s where Granddad would be waiting.




  He’d sort through the runts, load them onto his barrow with all the healthy-looking produce for the week, then take it back to the shop. Then, that night, he’d go through the

  oranges, scraping off all the specks with a knife; he’d give them a wash, and he’d be left with a few pounds of ‘good as new’ Jaffas. Of course, he wouldn’t sell them

  in his shop – he had a reputation to think of! – but Sundays were different. Shops weren’t allowed to open on the Lord’s Day, but Granddad didn’t see why the

  government should dictate when people could buy fruit, so he’d send his son – my uncle – Jim out with a barrow and flog the oranges for a penny. Everyone wins.




  In truth, George earned enough from his shop that he didn’t need to be selling salvage satsumas on his day off. But it was habit. He hadn’t always had premises. He’d started

  out with a barrow in 1895 and would walk up and down the streets hawking his wares alongside a dozen or more other traders, many of them flogging the same fruit from the same market at the same

  prices. All sorts of things were sold from barrows but the men – and boys – who sold fruit were called costermongers. ‘Coster’ comes from an old type of apple called a

  ‘costard’; and ‘monger’ means seller, hence the name. You can’t watch an old film set in London without seeing them in the background, usually singing and dancing

  behind the likes of Mary Poppins or Eliza Doolittle. But anyone thinking it was a romantic life has never tried selling browned fruit in the November rain. The competition was so great and the

  profit margin so slim that a day of bad weather could seriously dent a man’s income. Two days would put him in trouble with the rent man. Anything above three and he probably wouldn’t

  be able to feed himself or his family – or afford to buy new stock when the current crop perished. A lot of costers were driven to all sorts of tricks to con their customers for more profit.

  Some hollowed out the weights on their scales so a pound of apples was closer to half. Some hid the bad fruit at the bottom of the bags. And some earned more from picking the pockets of passers-by

  than by selling anything.




  It was brutal, dog-eat-dog, and it convinced Granddad that he needed to get a roof over his head. But he never stopped being a coster at heart, even when he did acquire No. 151 Chalton Street.

  If a seller was in trouble with the police, Granddad would hide him or his barrow and send the copper then the coster on his way – no questions asked. When the winter weather hit, he was one

  of the first to hand out food to starving coster families or to start a whip-round to tide them over. More than once he confronted landlords to stop costers being evicted and, when that

  didn’t work, took in entire families until they got back on their feet. He wasn’t the only one, but he had more to offer than most.




  It was partly because Granddad’s days of selling fruit from a barrow were behind him that he sent Uncle Jim out on a Sunday. But there was another reason for not doing it himself. First

  thing Sundays he’d be down to Billingsgate and buy a crate of eels fresh from the Thames and cockles, whelks and whatever else had come in on the trawlers overnight. Then he’d pitch up

  outside the Eastnor Castle pub just along from his shop and feed all the customers out for a Sunday pint. And if he happened to spend most of his earnings in the pub that night, so be it.




  But it wasn’t just the fruit that Granddad wouldn’t let go to waste, as I discovered when I was asked to do my bit to help my parents move house.




  ‘Why do we need this old thing?’ I said, kicking the decrepit crate I’d been told to carry downstairs. ‘Granddad’s got loads in his shop.’




  The crate was about two foot long by fifteen inches across and made of smooth, soft wood, like ply. On each side there was one word, stencilled on in black ink: ‘Jaffa’. The oranges

  had long been taken out. Instead it was half-filled with sheets and a couple of coloured scarves.




  ‘Well, you’re an unsentimental devil, aren’t you,’ Mum laughed from behind the stack of grey bedding she was folding.




  I shrugged. I was five years old and desperate to get out of helping. I’d already packed hairbrushes, shoes and anything else that didn’t look too heavy. This crate was light but

  cumbersome. I didn’t fancy lugging it down the threadbare stairs. There were enough adults with Dad and his brothers buzzing in and out and, in any case, I wanted to be outside with my

  mates.




  ‘What’s so special about an old crate?’ I asked.




  ‘That old crate, as you call it, used to be your bed. You were happy enough with it as a baby.’




  I looked at the splintered slats poking out from beneath the pile of linen and scarves. It didn’t look comfy. I wasn’t even sure it looked safe. Still, it did explain why I

  remembered liking the smell of oranges so much.




  ‘Why didn’t I have a cot, Mum?’ I asked.




  Now it was her turn to shrug.




  ‘Cots cost money and, as you rightly say, your granddad has plenty of these crates.’




  She put down her bedding, came over to the crate and picked up one of the sheets. I’d never seen my mother cry before but I was worried that was about to change.




  ‘So I had a wooden box instead of a cot?’




  Mum nodded.




  ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘Like Jesus.’




  Now she just laughed. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I think Jesus’s box was a manger, love, but I suppose it’s near enough.’




  Then she put the sheet back, lifted the whole thing into my arms and told me to skedaddle. Which I did, taking our little terrier, Rags, with me. Down to the front door, out into the street, and

  up onto the barrow already loaded with our stuff.




  So, there you go. My earliest memory is of me discovering my parents couldn’t afford a proper baby bed – and comparing myself to the Son of God in the process.




  Aim high, that’s me!




  I may not have been Jesus but my mum’s name was Mary and, on 14 January 1930, she popped me out into the world, right there facing Euston Station in Bridgeway Street,

  with the help of a neighbour called Pol Sharpe. What Mrs Sharpe lacked in medical qualifications she made up for in experience. Half the kids in the area known as Somers Town were born to the sound

  of Pol calling out, ‘Push!’ to their frightened young mums. Sometimes I used to see her in the street and she’d give me a wave or, if I was with friends, stop to embarrass me

  about how she’d seen my little pink bum. Other times she wouldn’t return my ‘hello’, she’d just stare at the floor on her way past.




  ‘Someone hasn’t been so lucky as us today,’ Mum would say. When I asked what she meant she wouldn’t explain. As I grew older I realised that Mrs Sharpe could only do so

  much with her warm water and towels heated by the fire. If anything went wrong during a labour no one had a telephone and even though the Elizabeth Garrett Anderson maternity hospital was just off

  the Euston Road, getting there in time was usually a journey too far for some little ’un or their mum. Sometimes both.




  When you look at it like that, what’s the big deal about sleeping in a packing crate from the West Indies? At least it was mine. And if I ever did get a splinter it was coated in so much

  juice it was probably like getting a shot of vitamin C. What could be healthier than that?




  Speaking of health, Mum used to love having the windows open. With the wind in the right direction we could hear the steam trains running in and out. Between Euston on one side and St Pancras

  main line on the other, some hot days the smell of burning coal in the air made it feel like winter. At other times the only thing filling your nostrils was the stench of horses from the carts

  making their way to Eversholt Street at one end of the street or Chalton Street at the other. Where there’s horses, there’s dung. Sometimes I couldn’t breathe for the pen

  ’n’ ink (stink) outside the front door.




  Eversholt Street was called Seymour Road back then, like Chalton was signposted Stibbington before I was born. I don’t know why they were changed but they stank as bad, whatever they were

  called.




  ‘Fresh’ was how Mum used to describe it. ‘Bloody disgusting’ was my opinion – although I got a whack if she ever heard me say that. Granddad just used to laugh. But

  then half the time the pong came from his horses – or ponies. He had a couple that he kept in stables in Camley Mews round the back of St Pancras.




  Chalton Street was just a couple of stone-throws away from us – wherever we lived. I was born on Bridgeway Street, which comes off Chalton, but by the time I found the orange crate we were

  living on Medburn Street. The only thing between us and Granddad’s shop was the big old secondary school. At playtimes Granddad would hear the kids calling out, ‘Give us an apple, Mr

  Dole!’ He’d go over or send Jim with a boxful and charge them a penny a go. He sold just as many to the teachers – but he charged them tuppence.




  The school’s still there but it’s a college now and almost double in size. Whatever the kids do in playtime, they don’t call out to the greengrocer opposite – No. 151 and

  all the shops around it were replaced by a council block in the 1960s. There aren’t any shops at all at the top end of Chalton Street any more. It’s a bit soulless, if you ask me.

  Where’s the community supposed to gather and meet and have a chat about each other’s lives? You have to go down as far as Phoenix Road before you can spend your money anywhere. Chalton

  Street used to have a butcher’s, a baker’s, a haberdasher’s – all the essentials. Now there’s a ‘Fruit Juice and Electric Cigarette Bar’ opposite the

  market.




  But that’s now. When I was growing up there was a real buzz to our little patch of Somers Town and, at the heart of it, more often than not, was Granddad George. Whether you saw him riding

  his cart down to market or hawking his wares outside his shop on Chalton Street, he had a way with words that made you stop and listen. I would see people cross the road to talk to him and more

  often than not they’d end up buying something. But it didn’t matter to him whether you were a customer or a passer-by. He had a ‘hello’, a ‘good morning’ and

  usually a story for everyone.




  Anyone who ever met George Dole remembered him. It wasn’t just what he said that made him stand out. It was the way he said it, as well. Apart from an Italian family and a couple of Jewish

  households, his shop at No. 151 was the only place in the area you’d hear an accent that wasn’t London-born. George and his wife Emma had come over from Dublin in 1894 and, while they

  left a lot of things behind, their accents were definitely not one of them.




  It wasn’t just the way he sounded that gave Granddad away as a son of the Emerald Isle. The way he talked – and talked, and talked . . . and talked – left everyone who

  heard him in no doubt he’d hadn’t just kissed the Blarney Stone, he’d swallowed it. No one ever popped into his shop if they were in a hurry. And they never left without a smile

  to go with their fruit ’n’ veg, either.




  Over the years all manner of accents blended into the area, like everywhere else in London. I remember when we used to call Clerkenwell ‘Little Italy’ because of the new-wave Roman

  invasion going on there. In the beginning, though, it was just the odd family who’d opted to see the world for whatever reason and the occasional sailor who’d jumped ship down at East

  India Docks and decided to chance his luck a bit further north where the dockyard guards wouldn’t spot him. It was a real melting pot down by the Thames, so the visitors thought all London

  was cosmopolitan like that. But the second the newcomers moved away from the river they stood out as soon as they opened their north and south.




  I remember seeing a couple of rozzers march a bloke out of a flat on Ossulston Street once. The poor guy was holding his trousers up with one hand and carrying his shirt and coat in the other,

  so I could see the tattoos up his arms. Apparently he’d scarpered from a Polish boat a couple of months earlier to be with a woman he’d met in a pub. A lot of them did that. Being at

  sea so long made them reckless. On the outside he looked as English as you and me. It wasn’t a bad disguise, I suppose, until he had to speak. Then his goose was well and truly cooked.




  You could stroll round Camden Market or Chalk Farm all day without hearing anything but ‘London’ voices. Just occasionally, though, you’d spin round to see who had the exotic

  way with words. It might be a woman arguing with a butcher in broken English and hand signals or a man in a suit buying something nice for his wife. It was rare enough to make you look.




  Granddad George took everyone he met at face value. Regardless of whether he could understand them or not, he made sure they understood him.




  ‘It doesn’t matter where in the world you are from, a man needs to eat fruit.’ And as long as that was the case, he was happy.




  Eighty or so years later it’s a lesson I’m proud to have lived by – apart from the fruit bit. I can’t offer anyone that, but I can show them a giggle and that, I promise,

  is an international language in itself.




  While no one who ever met him was in any doubt, on paper ‘George Dole’ doesn’t seem particularly Irish – but then George Dole was not the name Granddad left home with. He

  was christened George ‘Doyle’, from a long, long line of Doyles, and, like every Irishman, he was incredibly proud of his heritage. What he wasn’t, however, was eagle-eyed. When

  he signed all the papers for residency in England back in 1894 he didn’t spot that his name had been written ‘Dole’. Once the government decides that’s your name, then

  it’s best to stick with it. That was George’s point of view, anyway. And, as he told me, ‘It was a fresh beginning so a fresh name didn’t hurt. But nobody was in any doubt

  where we were from!’




  Years later there was a US senator called Bob Dole, who ran for the White House at one point. I dropped him a line a while ago to ask if his grandfather had mislaid a ‘Y’ anywhere

  along the line. You never know, we might be related!




  There I go, aiming high again, but in all seriousness it wasn’t a totally fanciful notion to wonder if Bob Dole came from the same line as me, because there were plenty who did. Obviously

  there was no TV back in 1894 nor, as far as I can tell, much else in the way of entertainment. How else do you explain that Granddad and Grandma went on to have seventeen children? And that’s

  just the ones I know of (by which I mean the ones who survived). That generation’s Mrs Sharpe was kept busy. It’s almost like they were making up for the family they’d left behind

  in Ireland. Whatever the reason, within a generation there were suddenly more Doles in north London than a lot of other, more established, names. And of course, there were some I never ever met.

  Who’s to say they never ended up running for office in Kansas?




  Plenty of aunties, uncles and cousins I did meet, however, and in fact spent a lot of time with. Jim, Walter, Mike, Katie, Joan, Dolly, Maureen, Patsy, Lana, Dave, Annie, Polly, George, Bill

  – and that’s barely half of them – were regular faces when I was growing up, popping in and out of our lives from time to time like customers popping in and out of

  Granddad’s shop. Keeping in touch with people, even relatives, wasn’t as straightforward then as it is now. There weren’t emails, cars or even telephones, not for the likes of us.

  If you didn’t live within a couple of streets of each other you were pretty much off the radar.




  More often than not, though, I saw most of the Dole line at the various family functions when they turned up with their own families. All except Uncle Patsy. He never married and, as far as I

  remember, he never left home, either. Weirdly, he kept pets that did exactly the same. A lot of the men in my family loved racing pigeons but Patsy was the keenest. He converted the attic at No.

  151 into a pigeon loft and he loved those birds like they were his children. You could eat a meal off the floor of that attic. It was cleaned every day, the birds were fed and watered to schedule

  and when they went out for fresh air or to race, Uncle Patsy could not relax until each one was counted home. I don’t know who had the biggest homing instinct: him or his birds.




  Granddad loved the pigeons too, but, like several of his other lads, he enjoyed them more for the chance to have a flutter on their results. It was Patsy who was in it for the love of the

  animals. He was the proper fancier. He did all the grooming and the breeding and it was one of his birds that won the longest distance race in the UK. The bird got a little extra millet in its feed

  that night and Granddad went home very happy because he’d put a few quid on the result. Patsy was just glad to see the bird home in one piece. One of my earliest memories is going up into the

  attic to see all the little birds in their cages. The smell wasn’t far off the horse pong outside our house, but the noise was something else. There must have been about two or three dozen

  little grey things and individually they just cooed and gobbled and clucked. Together, though, they made a sound like a drill coming through the roof. Uncle Patsy loved that.




  ‘They’re saying they’re not sure about you,’ he explained, a glint in his eye at my fear. ‘Do you want me to let them out?’




  ‘Er, no, you’re all right, Uncle Patsy.’




  He laughed.




  ‘I’m only kidding, son. They’re just hungry, that’s all.’




  ‘Phew.’




  Then he leaned in. ‘What do you think I should feed them? They’re partial to little boys.’




  That was it. I flew out of the attic down to the back room. Granddad was just sitting down with a glass.




  ‘The pigeons are after me!’ I said.




  ‘You tell them they’ll taste nice with a few carrots and bit of potato mash,’ he said. ‘I’ve got some in the shop.’




  I crept back up to the attic and told Uncle Patsy I was going to cook his precious birds if they tried to peck me. He threw me out and never teased me again.




  I would never have hurt the birds, of course, and Uncle Patsy knew it. But when you were raised with the number of brothers he was, I can’t blame him for being careful.




  Of all George and Emma’s kids, there were two I was closer to than the others. Annie and Alfred weren’t the oldest and they weren’t the youngest either, but

  they would always be the same age as each other because they were born twins. In fact they were one of three pairs, which meant Grandma only had to go through fourteen pregnancies. Only . .

  .




  All the kids were close but the twins looked out for each other more than the rest. So, when Alf met a young woman called Mary in 1922 Annie couldn’t have been happier. When Mary gave

  birth to a son a couple of years later, it was a different story, because Alf and Mary weren’t married. When you’ve got Irish Catholic parents breathing down your neck, this is not the

  way to go. Obviously Granddad was not one to preach about contraception but he was furious Alf couldn’t have waited, especially as he and Mary split up soon after. Even the fact the boy was

  called ‘George’ in Granddad’s honour didn’t placate him.




  ‘There’ll be no more Doles out of wedlock,’ he instructed. ‘You make sure you marry the next one.’




  Alf was as good as his word – although the ‘next one’, another Mary, as it happens, came with her own ready-made history. Maybe that was what attracted the pair of them. It

  certainly wasn’t convenience. Mary Dance came from a Romany family that had settled over in Poplar in the East End. With her rich black hair and quick tongue she was a prize Alf could not

  resist, even when it meant him walking, more often than not, all the way from Somers Town down to Poplar just to see her. Rarely did he have the money for a bus or a train. If he did, he put that

  aside for when he went out with Mary. If it was just him, it was Shanks’s pony all the way.




  Alf and Mary had a lot in common, right down to children from previous relationships. Just as George lived with his mum, Mary’s son, David, had stayed with her. If Alf wanted to pursue his

  relationship with Mary, he had to understand he was getting a complete package.




  ‘Are you up for that, Alfred Dole?’ Mary asked.




  ‘The more the merrier!’




  They were married in 1928 and it wasn’t long until they were asking to borrow a Jaffa box in preparation for my arrival on 14 January 1930 – yes, Alf was my dad. It wasn’t just

  money that was scarce, though. Imagination didn’t seem in great supply either, especially when it came to giving me a name. I think, if he could, Dad would have named me ‘George’

  after his father, but his first son had already taken that name. Uninspired by all his brothers’ monikers, he went for another familiar name: ‘Alfred’. Mum obviously didn’t

  see any problem with having two Alfs around the house, although by the time I was old enough to speak I think they all regretted it because I was known as ‘Boy-Boy’ throughout the

  family. I asked my mum why no one used my real name.




  ‘It’s confusing having two Alfs around the place.’




  It’s a fair point. Which does somewhat beg the question . . .




  If Dad had shown a distinct lack of imagination with my first name, when it got to giving me a middle name he was ahead of his time. I’m not saying the Emirates Stadium up the road from us

  got the idea from him, but Dad was selling naming rights long before Arsenal got into the game. The only difference was, he wasn’t naming a football ground. He was naming me.




  It started at work. Dad’s trade was as a painter and decorator. Sometimes he temped on building sites for extra money. It was doing a job alongside a Russian guy called Boris and telling

  him that Mary was expecting that led to an interesting conversation – and a proposal.




  ‘In my country it’s customary to give presents when there’s a new baby,’ Boris explained. ‘I’m going to buy the baby’s first little suit.’




  ‘That’s very kind of you, Boris,’ Dad said, ‘but I can’t let you do that.’




  ‘I insist.’




  But Dad wouldn’t have it. He was poor but he was proud. If he couldn’t afford to buy me new things then he didn’t want hand-outs from workmates, especially ones who’d

  probably had to jump off a ship just to enter the country.




  ‘Okay, we make deal,’ Boris said. ‘Back home we have a great military general called Avory. If you name your baby after him, I’ll buy the suit. It’s trade, not

  gift.’




  That sounded better.




  ‘Avory?’ Dad repeated, over and over. ‘I like it, Boris. You’ve got a deal.’




  ‘Spasiba!’ Boris roared. ‘Thank you, Alfred.’




  Mum was furious that Dad had signed my name away like that, over a handshake with a bloke from a building site.




  ‘You’re a fool, Alfred Dole. He won’t keep his side, you barely know him. No one gives away money like that. We’re gonna saddle the boy with a stupid name for

  nothing.’




  But Boris was as good as his word. No sooner had Pol Sharpe dragged me into the world than the proud-looking Russian arrived with a little knitted outfit of cardigan, trousers and tiny boots,

  all for me. Mum couldn’t get over it. It was the only new thing I ever owned. Who cared about a silly middle name when you had new wool to hold?




  And so that’s me, Alfred Avory Dole. I’ve got the same first name as my dad, an obscure Russian general in the middle and basically little more than a typing mistake at the end.




  What could go wrong with a start in life like that?
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  If It Wasn’t For The ’Ouses In Between




  I’ve always loved the sound of music. Not the ‘Do Re Mi’ musical kind – that hadn’t been made yet. In fact, Julie

  Andrews herself was just a twinkle in her parents’ eyes. The sound of music I’m talking about is the type that, along with the singing and laughing, poured from the open windows of that

  flat above the greengrocer’s shop at 151 Chalton Street.




  On a still night you could hear the noise streets away. Men popping along for a pint of bitter next door at the Eastnor Castle would do a double-take at the saloon doors. You could see them

  thinking, Where’s that party if it’s not here?




  But I knew. And I couldn’t wait to get up there. Even as a kid too shy to join in, I just loved being part of it. Nobody ever had a bad time in the back room of No. 151.




  I remember going round there. Me, David and Mum were waiting for Dad to get home from work. Or it might have been from the pub, as it was Saturday and Mum didn’t look too impressed waiting

  for him. Either way, the second we heard the front door swing open, we were out of our chairs and marching past him before he’d set foot in the house. Dad just shrugged, pulled the door to

  and fell in line.




  Granddad’s shop was on Chalton Street but the entrance to the house, if you didn’t want to go in past the veg, was round the corner on Cranleigh Street. Mum pushed open the door

  – like ours, it was rarely locked – and we filed up the stairs. Coming in from outside the first thing that hit me was the smoke. The air outside wasn’t exactly fresh, what with

  all the horse mess, the smell of bins outside some of the blocks and, if the wind was blowing in the right direction, the burned aromas of coal wafting over from the steam trains stoking up at

  Euston. But stepping into No. 151, you could actually see the smells you were breathing in. Everyone had a pipe or a roll-up of Golden Virginia, including the women. I don’t remember

  seeing many ash trays but my aunts and uncles never seemed to need them because the fags seldom appeared to be out of their mouths. I was mesmerised by how Bill, Jim, Dolly and the rest would leave

  a roll-up on their lips and just continue like it wasn’t there. They’d chat away, laugh, even sing, all out of the corner of their mouths, like Popeye. And those little white sticks

  would flip up and down like they were conducting the Royal Philharmonic, and never ever fall out.




  Smoking was seen as a bit glamorous, a bit ‘American’. Doctors even said it was good for you. Even the coughing, which Dad managed to get through without pulling a butt out of his

  mouth, was just one of those things. It definitely didn’t put me off.




  I’ve got to try one of these things to see what all the fuss is about.




  If anyone would have let me have a puff, it would have been Granddad. As far as tobacco went, however, his preferred method of intake was snuff. He had a little silver box which he kept in his

  waistcoat or, if he was working, in the pocket of his long, beige greengrocer’s coat. Being only waist height to the adults, I got a weird view. I’d watch him talking to someone, then

  see a hand dart inside and pull out the box. I knew what was coming next. He’d get a pinch of the funny burned leaves inside, bring his hand to his nose and sniff. My God, did he sniff. For a

  second it looked like his eyes were going to pop out of his head. Then he’d shake his head, just slightly, like a dog, and continue talking like nothing had happened. I’d see the little

  box returned to the pocket, Granddad would pat his waistcoat absent-mindedly to check it was in place and move on, until the next time.




  Being so small there was the danger of falling ash, especially if a group of grown-ups were standing around me. Usually I didn’t notice. I’d just feel a rough hand dusting off the

  top of my head every so often and guess something must have landed there. All I really knew, even as a five-year-old, is that I wanted to try it out for myself.




  The room itself, when the fog cleared, was a decent size for a family. Twenty or thirty people packed it out. The walls were papered in brown stripes and there were pictures of the various

  strands of the family – Grandma, Aunt Anne, even Grandma’s own sisters – dotted around. All the women had the same pose and the same sort of formal outfit, with a hat, in those

  snaps. It was like a series of school photos for grown-ups.




  Electricity wasn’t everywhere in the country in 1935 but Granddad was plumbed into the mains. A single bulb dangled down from the centre of the high ceiling. On a summer’s night

  I’d sit watching the moths buzz in through the open windows and start head-butting the hot glass. I remember asking Granddad why they did it.




  ‘The moths think it’s the moon.’




  ‘But the moon’s outside. Look, you can see it.’




  ‘Well,’ he shrugged, ‘then I guess this must just be closer.’




  But on party night you couldn’t spot a moth for smoke and you couldn’t hear them flutter and crash either. Music filled the room. It filled the house and spilled out along the

  street, and all without a record player or radio in sight.




  Everyone played something. Uncle Paddy would be there on an upturned crate playing the piano. Uncle Wally would have his accordion out. Someone else would be on the banjo, or the tissue paper or

  the spoons. To this day that’s my instrument. You hum it, I can rattle it out on the cutlery. And that’s the place, the very room, where I learned to do it.




  There were songs for every occasion but everyone had their own favourites that they’d knock out. Granddad did a marvellous turn of an old music hall number, ‘If It Wasn’t For

  The ’Ouses In Between’. Apart from kids’ rhymes, this was the first time I really listened to the words of a song and when I did they had me in fits of giggles. It’s about a

  man who lived in a built-up place, much like we did, but who thought it was a great location because he could see from Hackney Marshes to Wembley ‘if it wasn’t for the ’ouses in

  between’. It didn’t matter how many times I heard the lines, they still made me smile. And even when I knew the lyrics off by heart, the way Granddad performed it with his mimes and his

  puffed-out chest and funny faces kept me in stitches.




  Years later Roy Hudd started singing the song in his variety act. It was good, but it wasn’t Granddad good. Of course, I didn’t tell him that when we met in the 1980s.




  Dad wasn’t the keenest singer in the room but he could be persuaded. ‘It’s A Long Way To Tipperary’ was one of his favourites, and he’d put on an Irish accent to

  mimic his dad. Some of his brothers and sisters weren’t so shy. I remember some cracking versions of ‘Any Old Iron’, ‘Where Did You Get That Hat’ and ‘Boiled

  Beef And Carrots’. It was like having a music hall in your own home.




  When it came to performing I was closer to my dad than my granddad. As a five- or six-year-old I hated being dragged up to dance with my mum or nan or aunties. Standing on my own in the corner

  I’d be more likely to tap my foot and try to clap along. But as soon as a (usually) drunken woman came laughing towards me with her arms outstretched I’d bolt for the door.




  When the coast was clear I’d sneak back in, even though there were usually other kids playing elsewhere in the house. With sixteen aunts and uncles I had no shortage of cousins. Boy or

  girl, most of them preferred to hang out together in Grandma’s bedroom or, on summer evenings, outside in the yard or in the street. I was the only one who wanted to stay at the party. The

  problem was, I loved tearing up and down with my cousins as well, so I’d try to do both.




  At least I could hear the music and the sing-songs from outside. When they stopped, that was usually my cue to pelt it back in. Sometimes the quiet meant everyone was tired or they were having a

  bite to eat – but sometimes it meant it was time for a story. And I loved a story.
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