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    This book is dedicated to the memory of my dear brother Johnny, who fought with the 14th Army in Burma during the Second World War. Also to my beloved ’Sixer’, who stood by me to the end.




    I will never forget the people I have lost, who meant so much to me – Johnny, Sixer, Tommy, Gracie, Jimmy and Bill. You are always in my heart.




    I would also like to thank my wonderful granddaughter Shelley for being my right hand and doing so much hard work to make this book a reality.




    To my sons and my daughter for being who they are and always standing by me and each other – blood is thicker than water!




    And a big thank you to my little brother Ronnie for reminding me of the antics we used to get up to.




    Finally, to all those people who didn’t believe I could do it and thought I was talking rubbish – I told you so!
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    EARLY DAYS IN LONDON




    People say you ain’t a real cockney unless you were born within earshot of Bow Bells. I don’t know about nowadays, with all that noisy fucking traffic round Cheapside, but when I was born, on 15 April 1931, the sound just seemed to drift across the River Thames on the reeking fog, and you could hear it on a quiet Sunday morning all the way south to Rotherhithe.




    I came into the world as Eileen May Killick, and I had four brothers and one sister – Tommy, Gracie, Johnny, Jimmy, me, and Ronnie, in that order. All of us were tall and blue-eyed and Tommy and Gracie had blonde hair. Johnny, Jimmy and Ronnie were darker and I was fair. Jimmy had freckles like my mother, who had long wavy auburn hair, like that film star Maureen O’Hara. My father was a well-built man and the boys took after him. Me and Gracie liked to think we looked dignified and womanly in shape – Gracie was even offered a job as a model once, but she turned it down.




    When I was young, I slept in the same bed with Gracie and my mother, who had tuberculosis. The rooms were small and dingy, like something out of Charlie fucking Dickens or Sherlock fucking Holmes, and the street was no better – it was a tiny little lane, with tight rows of terraced houses and no room to move. My mother didn’t go into hospital or anything to have me, you didn’t do that back then. Women had their babies at home, in the squalor and dirt and dog-fleas, that’s how there was so much infant mortality. But I was a healthy enough baby, even if I was a little underweight, and I came into the world kicking and fucking screaming!




    Rotherhithe was classed as a slum area in those days, with massive overcrowding and very high crime rates and unsanitary conditions and vermin everywhere. I can’t remember exactly where I was born, except that it was near a tannery or wool merchants or something, and the rotten place stank up the whole area, especially in the summertime – it was the smell of death, dead animals, dead skins and dried blood and it stuck up your nose and on your clothes.




    We didn’t have any electric or central heating or stuff like that, we had a gas lamp in the front room and we used candles for light everywhere else. There was no bathroom, no place to wash, so we traipsed off down the street to the public baths once a week, carrying our towels under our arms. I was only little and it was a pitiful sight to see, especially in the winter, walking down the street with my towel under my arm, come rain or come shine. And when I came out, I’d be fucking freezing all the way home. Sometimes, if we didn’t get there early enough, there’d be a huge fucking queue, so we’d turn round and come back – then we’d have to wait till the following week.




    People didn’t have any carpets on the floor, just linoleum downstairs and bare boards upstairs. There was no wallpaper, just distemper to cover the walls – I’m not talking about the dog-disease, this was yellowy stuff like whitewash, made of powdered chalk and lime and white lead, and it came off on me if I brushed against it. The houses were alive with fleas – big red bastards, because everybody kept dogs and cats to kill the rats. The fucking fleas got everywhere, especially in the beds, and I’d be covered all over with flea bites every morning. It was so bad that sometimes the rotten old mattresses would nearly walk out of the rooms by themselves. No matter how we tried, we couldn’t get rid of the fuckers; they’d get into the joints of the beds and bite me raw while I was sleeping. My father put paraffin on everything to try and kill them, but it didn’t work and they once bit my brother Jimmy so bad he became infected and almost died.




    I remember all the houses having black iron railings round them, I don’t know why I remember that, it must be something to do with my dad’s sister. But these railings were all removed during the war – because they needed the iron to make weapons, I expect. And there used to be terrible poisonous grey-green fogs – smog they call it now, like you see in the pictures – because everyone was using coal for their fires and the smoke would collect and sometimes I couldn’t see my hand in front of my fucking face. The fog smelled too, like the dead skins in the tannery, like something stagnant and polluted and rotting, and a lot of people died from pleurisy and bronchitis because of it.




    When I was about four, we moved to a three-bedroom house in Cyril Street, Camberwell, which we shared with another family. Conditions weren’t much better there. The infamous Richardsons lived about two streets away and my older brothers got in with them and other local gangs and there was a lot of petty crime and the coppers were always down on us. Cyril Street ain’t there no more, of course, because it was blown to bits during the war – and when I say ‘house’, it was more like a fucking chicken coop. It was so pokey I could lean out the window and shake hands with my neighbours. The rooms were always damp and we had to get the chimney swept every week and everything got covered in fucking soot.




    There was no garden, just a yard, with an outside khazi that regularly got blocked up, because we had no toilet rolls in them days, just newspaper – and the newspaper didn’t flush if you had diarrhoea and used too much, which was most of the time, and it would block up the bog and overflow all over the place. One of my brothers bought a cockerel once and kept it out there, but the fucking bird was so aggressive nobody could go to the bloody lavvy without being attacked, so some cunt set his dogs on it and they killed it.




    Everybody knows there was a lot of contagious diseases around in them days, because of the unsanitary conditions and because everyone was living on top of each other in the slums and the germs were having a fucking field day. We got every fucking thing that was going. The house always smelled to me of damp and must and overcrowding, like it was on my skin or something, like I just couldn’t get away from it, no matter what I did. We had old coats for bedclothes and the pillows were sacks stuffed with flock and hard as fuck. It’s like the old joke that comedians tell – ‘I was fourteen before I found out that blankets didn’t have sleeves in them.’




    When I was very young, I had trouble pronouncing words. When people asked me my name, I’d say ‘Dileen Dillick’, instead of Eileen Killick. They’d laugh and think it was funny to hear a little kid saying silly things. My mother thought it was how I was going to speak naturally and it was just me, so she never paid much mind to it. The other children started taking the piss and mimicking and making fun of me and I’d end up running away in tears. I talked like that for a long time. My mother had so much other things to deal with in life that I never got taken to a doctor or a speech therapist or nothing like that. I just got on with it.




    I was in bed one day feeling ill with a sore throat and that night I woke up choking on the blood I was coughing up. I couldn’t breathe and was so frightened my eyes were bulging. My mother was too ill herself with the tuberculosis to do anything and Dad was at work on the night shift. So my sister Gracie ran to a neighbour’s house, a man who had a lorry, and begged him to help. They both took me down to Evelina Children’s Hospital in Southwark and I remember her carrying me in and that’s all – I must have passed out. When I woke up they said I had quinsies really bad, abscesses on both sides of my tonsils and they’d burst. If Gracie hadn’t done that what she did, I’d have died.




    Evelina Children’s Hospital was a little Victorian building and they kept me in there for two weeks. There was a matron who had the biggest hat I’d ever seen in my life and all the nurses were dressed in white. The thing that struck me most was how clean it was, with women scrubbing the floor on their hands and knees. I was on a small ward with a window and I used to look out and see the big buildings all around. I had a little bed and a little side table with a drawer for my belongings, which wasn’t much. People were allowed to visit, but not very often, because the matron was very strict and a bell would ring and she’d make all the visitors leave. Gracie came to see me a few times, but my mother didn’t, because she was so ground down with all the things she had to deal with in her life.




    I actually liked being in hospital, to be honest. It was like a holiday after sharing a bed with my mam and sister in a cramped, damp house and all the fights and arguments between my brothers – and here I was, in my own little bed. Everything was so clean, no bugs to bite me and they served the most wonderful food I’d ever had in my life. At home we had to share everything and there was never enough to go round – here they served good portions and I could have a whole plate of minced beef and potatoes to myself and it was like a fucking feast. It was like I’d been starving my whole life and this was the first time I’d eaten properly. The nurses must’ve thought I was a fucking feral child, the way I scoffed the lot and licked the plate after.




    After a few days of treatment, I was allowed out of bed and could look at the few children’s books they had there – it was the first time I’d seen a book, at least one with pictures in it. I wasn’t allowed outside until they sent me home, but the strangest thing was, I found it so much easier to talk after that. I never again spoke words funny and I pronounced all my words correctly – so I must have had the abscesses in my throat for a long time, it must’ve been something to do with my tonsils why I couldn’t talk proper to start with.




    They said it could’ve been something to do with diet – there wasn’t a lot of food back then, no processed stuff like today and, in a large family, everything had to be shared round. I didn’t get a lot of fruit – I never seen a banana nor a fucking pineapple nor nothing like that. I mostly ate liver and streaky bacon and onions and potatoes. Pigs’ trotters and jellied eels were a treat, like something you’d have on a Sunday. I did have lots of greens, though, like cabbage and spinach and broccoli, but there was no tinned food for the dogs, so we had to buy manky horse meat and sheep’s heads for them. The sheep’s heads had to be boiled and they stank the whole house out for fucking days.




    There were a few luxuries every now and then, like butter and chicken, but it was mainly at Christmas time from our neighbour, Mrs Moyes, or some other special occasion. I hardly ever saw an egg and I mostly had to eat stew. My dad liked fish bloaters and he used to eat them a lot. He’d cut off their heads and cook them up, but they stank the house out worse than the fucking sheep’s heads and I’d have to get out somewhere until the horrible smell went away.




    My mother, Grace Maud Fryer, was from Camberwell and my father, William Killick, was from Rotherhithe, so I suppose we weren’t strictly Eastenders, more south-east Londoners. My mother was a seamstress before she got sick, and worked in a factory up Bermondsey way, sewing pinafores, and my father worked on the railways. I had it hard when I was growing up, there were six of us and my mother was ill a lot of the time – she caught the tuberculosis from my father, who had it before her and passed it on, even though he recovered himself. We would hear her coughing up blood and mucus at night, Gracie and me, as we tried to sleep in the room with her. It’s a fucking miracle we didn’t get it as well.




    My father caught the tuberculosis from working the night shift on the railway. The depot was at the Bricklayers Arms at the bottom of the Old Kent Road and he used to load cargo onto the trains. One night, it was so dark he fell down a big pit and no one knew where he was. All his teeth got knocked out and he lay there all night long, till they found him the next morning. He was really ill after that and he had to stay at home for a long time, with my mother looking after him. We didn’t know he had tuberculosis in the beginning and Mam was doing everything for him and was very close to him all the time. When she found out what it was, she made sure we were careful and didn’t get too near him, but it was too late for her. He had his own cup that was marked with a piece of thread and she’d make us wash our hands and faces all the time. She worried so much, she put herself in danger to protect us. She eventually had to take him to the hospital, because he wasn’t getting any better – by which time she’d caught the disease from him. But she didn’t know it.




    This was one of the worst times for us because, even though we were used to being poor, with Dad out of work, we had no money at all coming in and the house was falling apart too, with distemper peeling off the walls and damp and draughts everywhere. They were very dark times and my brothers tried to help out, even though they were only young, and Gracie too. Mother was getting ill, but she didn’t let on, like she was pretending to herself it wasn’t happening. She just carried on as normal and got a job scrubbing shop floors to try and earn a bit extra for us, even though she was beginning to spit up blood. She might have survived if she’d been treated sooner, but if she was in hospital she wouldn’t have been able to care for Dad and look after us. She was the heart and soul of our family.




    Every little bit of money counted, from wherever it came. My mother was a strict Catholic and frowned on villainy of any kind, but I think she might have turned a blind eye to what my brothers got up to while Dad was ill. As the saying goes, a gift horse is never a bad colour! My father did get better and was released from hospital and went back to work on the railway as soon as he could, because we needed the money. But the damage to my mother was already done.




    My eldest brother, Tommy, was sixteen years older than me and he was a right tearaway, make no mistake. I remember so many times being sent to fetch him from billiard halls and pubs and he wouldn’t come and, when he did, he’d have a fight in the street on the way home. It made the rest of us tough as well, though, because he’d pick on us too and sometimes we’d get a hiding from him. Tommy was a heavy drinker and he loved fighting. He was always picking on my other brothers and then it would kick off, and I mean real fighting, not just arguing – glass would get broke and chairs smashed and it’d be fucking bedlam.




    Tommy would get into fights in pubs every time he went into one, and I don’t think he ever lost and he never got into trouble with the law – which was a fucking miracle, wasn’t it? Or maybe it was just because he was a lucky cunt and never got caught. But he was a right bastard, there’s no two ways about it – I always got on well with Gracie and my older brothers, Johnny and Jimmy, but not with Tommy. He was aggressive and violent and brought a lot of trouble to our family. There was never any peace in the house with Tommy around.




    So you see, I grew up seeing my brothers fighting, it was as everyday as eel-pie and liquor to me. My mother was a bit of a fighter too, I suppose it was because her mother was Irish. I remember once we had a Welsh woman living next door to us and she got into an argument with my mother and set three Alsatians on her. Mam got away from the dogs and back into the house, then she started throwing ceramic flower-pots through the window at them. I remember the fuckers yelping and running off down the street, then she ran back out and grabbed hold of the Welsh sort, just as she was going back into her house. She dragged the bint back out by the barnet and knocked two types of fuck out of her! When Tommy came home and found out, he went round the house and done over her old man. The Welsh bird ended up having my mother arrested and she was bound over to keep the peace. But the cunt didn’t dare grass Tommy, because she knew he’d only come back for her. This was normal for me growing up – I thought everybody lived like this.




    My mother was a tall woman with thick brown curly hair and blue eyes. Like I said, she was a devout Catholic, like the Irish she came from, and always slept with a rosary above her bed. Tommy and Gracie both went to Catholic school, but times got so hard and life got so difficult, by the time the rest of us arrived, we couldn’t go to the same school – I don’t know why, maybe it had something to do with money, but it wasn’t something that was of much concern to me at the time.




    As I said, my mother was very strict before she got really ill. She didn’t smoke nor drink and was brought up strict herself. If I got out of hand when I was young, she’d get a big cane and beat me, so I wouldn’t do it again – or she’d lock me in the coal cellar until I learned my lesson. I remember when I was five or six, I let the dog out the front of the house and he chased a geezer who was riding past on a bicycle. The dog tore all his trousers and my mother had to pay for them to be invisibly mended. While she was walloping me with the cane, it caught me across the face and split the front of my lip, which swelled up and made me look a right fucking sight for a long time after.




    My mother ruled the house with her cane, but she wasn’t a bad woman – it was just what she was born into. I remember seeing her washing the clothes in a big tin bucket on the table. She’d scrub them on a washboard, then put them through a mangle, with a bucket behind to collect the water. Sometimes she would sit at the front window and eat peanuts. We had no electricity and, one night, it was so dark I tripped over a heavy metal shovel and knocked it onto her leg – the wound never healed properly and she had an ulcerated leg for the rest of her life.




    I don’t remember much about Mam’s family, except she said she had a brother who stole some butter from the docks and, as a punishment, he was put in the army and sent to the front line during the Great War, where he got killed. She also had a sister called Lizzy. Lizzy had five children and she used to have to clean steps and shop floors to earn money to feed her family. One of her sons was called Dennis and he liked listening to a radio programme called The Man in Black; it was a geezer with a spooky voice telling creepy stories for boys. One show described how the man in black escaped from a trap by using his belt and, when Lizzy went home that day, she found Dennis hanging from his bunk by his belt. There was a little pool of water on the floor underneath him. Lizzy was never the same after that and she died herself within a year.




    My father was a tall man with dark hair. He fought in the Great War too and was gassed in the trenches and nearly died. He received the Mons Star medal for bravery. He was always working – he had to, to keep six children. The bigger the family grew, the longer he worked. He would bring home bundles of wood for the fire and anything else he could scavenge from the railways to keep us going, and I was his favourite. He wasn’t strict like my mother and I could wind him round my little finger. I got away with murder when it came to my dad; he was always kind and I used to try to play Mam and him off against each other.




    All I know about dad’s family is he had a sister who also lived in Rotherhithe – she was married to a violent drunk who ended up throwing her out through a window and she was impaled on the iron railings outside. She died.




    My sister Gracie was fifteen years older than me and very prim and proper. She never liked all the violence and criminal activities that went on with my brothers; she and Tommy hated each other. They were close in age and she couldn’t stand the way he got drunk and threw her make-up and stuff all over the floor for no reason. He did it just to get at her and make her walk out of the house. Gracie always used to work. She’d come home after school and scrub stone steps and run errands for money and, when she left school, she went to work in a factory making tin cans, where she had an accident and lost one of her fingers and, for some reason, she was never able to have children after that. Don’t fucking ask me why – maybe it was some kind of shock or trauma thing.




    Gracie got a little bit of compensation money for her finger and she done one of the only things in her life that went against her practical nature, she bought Mam a second-hand piano. Now, Mam couldn’t play the piano, but Gracie could – don’t ask me where she learned it, but she knew how to bang out a few tunes, so maybe she bought the piano for herself and just said it was for Mam so no one would think she was being extravagant. No one else in the street had a piano and you should have seen the neighbours’ faces when it was delivered. They must’ve thought we’d won the fucking football pools or something. They all came round to have a look at it and Mam used to polish it like it was a diamond. She was so proud of it because it was the kind of thing only posh people had and she loved to tell everybody how her daughter bought it for her.




    Sometimes, when Tommy wasn’t fighting, he’d do a little tap dance while Gracie played and people would come in the house and gather round it and have a sing-song. There wasn’t any television in them days and a piano was something special. Gracie left the tin-can factory after her finger got cut off and she went to work in an ammunitions factory for a while, before being hired by Woolworths, where she got herself promoted up to the grade of supervisor – that was Gracie, always on the up-and-go.




    She also worked as an air-raid warden when the war started, going round with a torch at night. It was a dangerous job, but Gracie didn’t mind that, she had to always be doing something. I suppose it got her out of the house, away from the violence of my brothers and the coppers coming round all the time. She met this geezer called Mark, who was another air-raid warden. He was from Sheffield and, because of his accent, my mother though he was a foreigner. Mam would answer the door when he knocked – ‘Is Grey there?’ That’s what he called Gracie.




    ‘Gracie, the foreigner’s ’ere.’




    He took me and Mam and Ronnie up north to Sheffield once and they gave us tripe to eat. We didn’t stay there long.




    Jimmy was four years older than me and the quietest of my brothers. He tried not to get involved in the crime stuff, but that was impossible when Tommy was around. Johnny was my favourite brother and one of the nicest people you could ever hope to meet. He was ten years older than me and he joined the army when he was eighteen to get out of the poverty. He was sent to Iceland first, then he was posted to Burma and fought in the jungle with the Gurkhas. He loved my mother and he always sent her gifts and cards, and when he came home on leave he always brought her something expensive from his travels with the army. Once, he brought back a locket with his photo in it and Mam gave it to me as a keepsake. I always wore that locket round my neck with the picture of Johnny in it, all through the war and even when I was evacuated. I never took it off.




    Here, listen to this – Sir Michael Caine was born in Rotherhithe and moved to Camberwell like us. He was two years younger than me and went to school with a mate of mine called Patrick Connolly, whose nickname was ‘Sixer’. Caine was called Maurice Micklewhite then, and his nickname was ‘bubbles’, on account of his curly hair. His mother was a charlady and his father was a Gypsy fish porter. I knew him when he was growing up in Camberwell because he used to hang round Camberwell Gate and the Elephant and Castle. My brother Tommy chased him down the street with a shotgun once – I don’t know why, it didn’t take much to get Tommy going. He trained as a boxer and that’s what he should have become, if it wasn’t for the fucking war. I’m not sure what was said or what happened so, if you want to know, you’ll have to ask Sir Michael.




    I went to John Ruskin Street Primary School in Camberwell when I was five years old – in 1936. It was an old Victorian grey building, painted with distemper on the inside. I had a small wooden single desk, where I could lift the lid up to put stuff inside. I had one pen, which had a nib and there was an inkwell in a hole in the desk. It was a small school, with only three teachers and no school nurse nor office people nor anything like that. There was two classrooms, one for boys and one for girls, a tiny assembly hall and a yard for playtime. The yard was bare, with no trees nor grass nor shrubs and with outside toilets in one corner that were in a frightful fucking condition – no wonder the kids got sick all the time.




    The school was very overcrowded, as most of the children from my area went there. I used to go to school in cut-down Wellington boots that left marks round my legs. All my clothes were made from fabric and rags that my mother got from the ragpickers, I never had no clothes that were bought new from a shop. All the boys had patches in the arses of their trousers and the collars of their shirts got turned round when they got frayed. Sometimes I’d get hand-me-downs from jumble sales that the better-off people had donated, but that wasn’t very often, because they went very quick. My mother worked and, by the time she got there, they’d all be gone.




    There weren’t any school dinners either. I used to go home for dinner – I had half an hour, then back again afterwards. I was only taught the basics – reading, writing and some arithmetic. All the lessons were dictated by a teacher at the front of the class, with a big blackboard and the floor was made of stone. I learned how to tell the time from a big clock in the centre of the room and I also learned how to count and how to spell. As well as the reading, writing and ’rithmetic, I was also taught manners and how to be respectful. This didn’t really sink in with me, because I thought, why should I be respectful to people who’re trying to fuck me about? Anyway, I went through the motions, just to avoid getting belted with the fucking cane.




    I didn’t do no tests nor exams back then, they just taught me what they believed I needed to get by. They probably said to themselves, all them girls will just get pregnant and have chavvies and the boys will go into factories or prison or the army, so it was just a matter of doing it because the government said they had to. But they weren’t all that worried if we learned the stuff or not.




    Disease was a big problem. There was no antibiotics around then and, even if there was, we didn’t have any way of getting them, and I can’t remember ever seeing a doctor the whole time I was going to school. There were some terrible diseases about – tuberculosis was a major problem and pneumonia and scabies – they used to paint us with some home-made concoction that was blue if we got scabies and everybody knew if you had it, because you went around looking like a fucking smurf. Impetigo was also rife and was called ‘school sores’ because you could catch it easily from other children. Many kids had polio and I remember them having to wear heavy iron braces on their thin little legs. The braces kept their legs straight and they’d have to drag the fucking things along. I was running alive with nits and fleas – my mother used to use vinegar and paraffin to get rid of them, but it never worked all that well. Most of the chavvies were suffering from some kind of skin disease, due to the poor hygiene and poor diet and poor living conditions.




    But, despite all that, I liked being at school. We used to have morning assemblies, where we’d sit on the floor and sing songs. I had a lot of close friends and, even though they were very strict and I’d often get punished, I still used to enjoy myself. I’d play whip-and-top, where I’d balance the top on a drain and pull the whip to get it spinning. I’d build little go-carts with old pram wheels and bits of scrap timber and run down the road in them, screaming and laughing. I had four or five good years at school, before the war started – that’s when everything changed.




    There were really big windows on either side of the assembly hall and they had to be taped up criss-cross from the inside, in case they got blown in during the bombings. They started teaching me how to use a gas mask and what to do when the air-raid sirens went off and I had to do role-playing on how to behave if I got evacuated – I was all the time taught about ‘community spirit’ and ‘battling on’ and ‘doing the best for the country’. I tried to carry on as normal, but no two days were ever the same. Attendance wasn’t regular, because we didn’t know what the fuck was going to happen next. I’d go to school on a Monday and then the next day three or four pupils would be missing because they got killed. There were no social-welfare people to make sure I got proper schooling and, with so much destruction going on, it ain’t any wonder that a lot of us didn’t go there regularly.




    In the end, I was expelled for beating up a big ginger girl who was older than me. You see, we were all living on rations and we didn’t have much food to take to school with us. She was bullying the younger kids to get hold of their bits of food and she tried it on with me. I’m not being funny, but I’d seen so much violence I wasn’t scared of anyone, so I hit her as hard and as fast as I could. Well, she never seen it coming and she was on the floor before she could even think of doing something about it.




    I must have been about nine or ten at the time. They expelled me for it, but it didn’t matter anyway, because education wasn’t really a priority no more. I was soon to be evacuated and I never did go back to school after that.




    The thing about it was, although south-east London was full of poverty and crime, everyone was in the same boat. Everyone was suffering in the same way. Nobody had anything, so nobody lorded it over anyone else. We had respect for each other and we were friendly to each other and trusted each other, as long as nobody took liberties. Even the criminals had a code they lived by and everyone tried to pull together to get by.




    As some geezer once said: ‘It was a good life, if you didn’t weaken.’
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    HOPPING DOWN IN KENT




    We could never afford a holiday back then so, to get away in the summer, we’d all go hop picking in the fields down in Kent. I first remember going ‘hopping’ when I was about five. The whole family would go, except my father – he always had to work on the railway. Most of the people we knew in south-east London went too, everyone around us was poor and hop picking was a way to get away from the smog and the rats and earn a bit of money. My mother had to book in advance to go, if she didn’t book in advance, someone else would take our place and she didn’t want that.




    Hopping would be going on all over Kent, and you could go to a different place every year. We went to Canterbury and Faversham and Sittingbourne and we stayed for the whole season. London families did this every year, from old grandmothers and grandfathers to young kids and babies. We had a song that went:




    

      

        

          ‘If you go down hopping, hopping down in Kent


          You’ll see old Mother Riley, a-putting up her tent


          With an e-i-o, e-i-o, e-i-e-i-o.’


        


      


    




    We’d go at the end of summer, late August and September, for about six weeks. We would go on the train and we looked like refugees, because we had to take pots and pans and all the stuff we needed to cook our food over an open fire, like camping. There’d be loads of us on the station platform, waiting for the trains, all sitting on our bags like fucking hobos.




    We’d get on the train in London, where it was dark and grey and noisy and dirty and we’d get off in the country, where it was all misty and quiet in the early morning. It looked like a foreign country to me, I never got used to the contrast. I was used to rows and rows of buildings close together and people everywhere and, all of a sudden, I was surrounded by open fields and trees and the sound of birds and animals. Even the air was different, you could breathe better, but the mist coming off the fields when it began to get warm and the size of the sky being so big fucking scared me.




    The first few times I went down there, I used to go to the top of a hill and look round at all the fields and the little farmhouses and cottages dotted here and there. It was like I was Alice and I’d fell down the rabbit-hole and come out here. I’d never seen rows of apple trees nor seas of wheat, nor so many green-coloured things all together in one place.




    We were allocated a ‘pickers’ hut’, where we lived and slept. It was like a garden shed with windows, made of wood and full of hay. There were rows and rows of these huts, like some kind of concentration camp, and we were always given a big un, because of the size of our family. We didn’t have any beds to sleep on, so my mother would take big sheets and sew them together and stuff them with hay to make a kind of huge mattress. And the only light we had when it got dark was from a small oil lamp.




    There was never no shortage of hay, and the stuff was alive with bugs. I know we had bugs in London, but they were nothing compared to these fuckers. The spiders were so big they were wearing striped jerseys and the flying ants and horseflies bit us to fucking death and my mother put cotton wool in our ears at night to make sure nothing crawled into our brains. There were stories about earie-wigs getting into people’s ears and sending them mad and, to this day, I can’t stand them fucking earie-wigs. We didn’t have any heating neither, but that wasn’t so bad because it was summertime. It was mostly warm enough when we got up, which was always at sunrise – the earlier you got up, the more money you earned.




    The Gypsies would come round and sell us rabbits and other stuff they’d poached. We were wary of them because they were fucking rough and they could handle themselves. They were always fighting – it was a way of life to them, bare-knuckle stuff – and the Gypsy boys would learn how to fight as soon as they could walk. Sometimes the hoppers would try it on with them for a bit of a wager, my brothers included, but they seldom won. It wasn’t like fighting in London, where it could get right fucking evil at times and people would be tooled up. It could be brutal, but there were rules; if a man went down, the other man stood off him until he got back up. If he didn’t get back up, then the fight was over.




    We were a bit like Gypsies ourselves and I think that’s how the country people looked on us, like thieves and urban Gypsies. We’d cook everything in a big pot over an open fire and we’d get cheap vegetables from the farmer and sometimes we’d have fish too, but not often. There was a little huckster’s shop, where we could buy sterilised milk for the tea and a tiny pub that the men could go to. The local country people didn’t like us much, because they thought we were dirty criminals. But it was good to get away from the slums and the dirt and the fleas and the rats for a while. However, I’d always be bored by the end of the six weeks and want to go back to London.




    Although it was a break from the filth of London, the picking itself was hard work. The hop plants were called ‘bines’ and they grew up along wires or poles, which were arranged along drills called ‘alleys’ or ‘aisles’, that seemed to go on for fucking miles, like in a ploughed field. These would be divided up into ‘sets’ or ‘drifts’ and the pickers worked in gangs. I picked the hops in a gang with the rest of my family and we had a big cradle thing, like a kind of hammock that was held in place by two wooden beams. It was called a ‘bin’ and I was so little I had to sit on the side of it to pull the bind down and pick off the hops with the others to fill it. We’d be working for hours and hours in the sun and I’d get dents in me khyber from sitting on the thin wooden beams. I’d be too sore to sit in the same position the next day, so I’d sit on the other side of the bin and make new dents.




    The vines were really tall and sometimes I couldn’t reach to the top of them, so my brothers would pull them down for me and, once they were down, you had to be quick to get the hops off. The vines grew up along wires that sometimes cut into my hands while I was stripping them. I had to make sure no leaves got into the bin, otherwise the farmer wouldn’t take them. A tallyman would come round to measure the hops and collect them in a ‘poke’, using a basket called a ‘bushel’, when the bin was full. He’d give us tally-sticks to prove how much we’d picked. We were paid according to how many bushels were in the bin. We always had to watch the fucking tallyman, because sometimes he’d be ordered by the farmer to take them heavy, meaning he’d try to squeeze a bushel tight down to a quart in the basket. But my brothers were wise to that scheme and he was afraid to try it on too often with them.




    The ‘tally’, or rate, was usually about thruppence a bushel, that’s three old pence, which would be just a little bit over one new penny today. I worked from seven in the morning till six in the evening and a good picker could earn about two quid for a sixty-hour week, taking breaks and rain into account. It was hard to pick the hops if it rained, because the rain made the fucking things slippery and that meant you didn’t earn so much money. As well as that, the size of the hops varied all the time; on some vines they were as big as crab-apples and on others they were as small as fucking peas. The bad vines took longer to strip than the good ones and they were always more tangled and it could take five or six of them to make up a bushel.




    The hop fields seemed huge to me when I was little. I was always frightened of getting lost in the aisles of tall vines. There were hundreds of aisles, up and down and, when I first went in there, it was so fucking dark it was like I was in some limbo-land or something. The vines blocked out the sun until the hops were stripped off, then the light would shine through like a revelation. I always stuck close to my brothers, just in case they mislaid me and I couldn’t find my way back – I felt so small in such a big place.




    We’d have a little lunch break in the middle of the day, when we’d eat sandwiches my mother made with big thick slices of bread that looked like they were cut with a fucking hatchet. I could hardly get my mouth around them and they’d soon be all black and stink of hops from my hands, like I’d been boozing all day long.




    At the end of the day, my hands would be all chapped and torn and my clothes would be filthy and my back and legs would be aching, but that’s when me and my brothers would fuck off on the foraging, as we called it. That’s when the fun started. We began by just scrumping the apples and pears – my brothers would shove me up the tree and I’d pick the fruit and throw it down. My brothers would sack it up and we’d carry it back – the carrying was the hardest part for me, the apples were heavy and I looked like one of Fagin’s boys from Oliver Twist. Whatever we couldn’t use ourselves, we sold to other pickers and we saved the money for when we got back to London.




    Now, you must remember that my mother was a strict and devout Catholic and she would have had a fucking coronary if she knew what we were getting up to – and it wasn’t long before we were going to the neighbouring farms to nick eggs and tomatoes and carrots and cabbages and turnips and parsnips and potatoes and onions and anything else we could find. It was like being in a free fruit-and-veg shop! We also got blackberries and strawberries and we never stole from the farm we were working on, because that would’ve got us thrown off. It was always a long walk to the other farms – we’d be gone for hours into the twilight and the dark. My mother was suspicious when all this stuff started coming back with us, but we told her we just done extra chores for the farmer. I don’t know if she believed us or not, but she liked boiled egg sandwiches so she said no more.




    Most of the pickers would all eat together round a communal cooking fire, singing and stuff. It was a way of sticking together and getting through the hard work. But we stayed on our own when we were eating, because we had so much stuff and I think Mam didn’t want people asking where we got it all. She’d build a fire with bricks round the base and firewood on the inside and a big pot like a witches’ cauldron hanging over it. She’d throw all the vegetables into it and boil them up. After we’d eaten, we’d go across and join in the singing about the hopping and about missing London.




    

      

        

          ‘Now some say hopping’s lousy, I don’t believe that’s true


          We only go down hopping, to earn a bob or two


          With an e i o, e i o, e i e i o.’


        


      


    




    We found a dairy once and I tried to get away with a milk churn, but it was too fucking heavy and I had to leave it – broke my heart! We also came across an idea on how to catch pigeons: we’d nick bits of wire and string from the farms and wind them through the tree branches, with plaits and knots, over and over. It took fucking ages to do, but it worked like a kind of home-made snare or gin, as they used to call it. We’d put little bits of bread inside and once the birds went in for the bread, they wouldn’t be able to find their way back out. I’d get up the tree and hand them down to my brothers, who’d wring their necks. My mother would make pigeon pie with them – this was a kind of pigeon stew thing and Mam would make a makeshift pastry from flour and sterilised milk from the local huckster shop, which was miles away and sold stuff like the porridge that was like fucking gruel and loose tea and it was always my job to walk there. Mam would serve the pigeon pie with potatoes and it weren’t half bad sometimes.
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