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  Introduction


  This is the story about where I live. A fairly true story. It is downtown in a large city, and it doesn’t really matter which. How I got there and was moved into social action — small politics.


  The book is about me and my growing up, away from my parents and finding my way in the swinging sixties — those most radical and amazing times. Believing the world would be permissively wonderful, bountiful and beautiful and free. It’s also about how I got involved in one place in our time, that has been changed as totally and physically as if a conqueror like Napoleon had laid it waste in a ten-year war to change the face of the earth where I live.


  I was a people’s leader and these are my memoirs of what happened. How I tried to influence. Who else tried and who succeeded. Now the back streets have gone from English life — was it worth it? Who I am is important to the story and so I begin with myself. And my generation.


  
    The oldest fit and alert person I know is a lady of ninety-six. I went in one day. She said, how are you? I said, I’m sick. She said, I’ll do you some warm milk. I snapped back, I don’t like milk: I don’t want any milk.


    “Oh,” she stopped in her tracks, and leant on her stick and stared at me, very seriously. “I know,” she spat it out, “you live up Ay Know’s Yard, Joe Awkward’s eldest son.”

  


  Part 1: A Great Preamble Into Nothing


  At lilac evening I walked with every muscle aching among the lights of 27th. and Welton in the Denver colored section, wishing I were a Negro, feeling that the best the white world had offered was not enough ecstasy for me, not enough life, joy, kicks, darkness, music, not enough night... I wished I were a Denver Mexican or even a poor overworked Jap, anything but what I was so drearily, a “white man” disillusioned.


  Jack Kerouac, The Subterraneans


  A Very Deep Life


  When I was young I was young and I did the crazy things. When I was young I also pledged, solemn inside myself, I would be somebody to the world. I would do something with my life. Now I am older than Jesus Christ when he died — and what have I done? I have not buried my talents in a field. I have strived to be a person; to do good things and have freedom for my own life.


  There is a tradition when you’re knocking up to forty years old to turn your coat, to turn against the ideals of your youth. I know that on bad days in the bronchitic winter, at home when times are hard, when I am tired with work my heart is not in, I can be heavy with broken dreams. I can curse that I’ve wasted my years. Curse that I should not have believed so seriously. I should just have had a good time and taken life as it comes. But on sunny days I still believe — and with conviction. I’m not ready to recant and speak any conversion to “seeing sense” or “being decent”. I’ll not deny my radical youth. I’ll not put down as errors my teenage dreams. I’ve felt so strongly. I was so certain in the 1960s that the times were changing. I chucked away my father’s painstaking, little-by-little, up-the-ladder struggle for betterment — I cast that out with the ferocity of a hooligan. For the big world I savaged my small town inheritance of darn and patch and make your own; of neighbourliness and the Friendly Society; of giving a part of your life to a charity, a part to a steady job, a part of your money to the savings tin of the building society. That was all and that was all too much.


  Both my parents were Christian, but not inordinately so. I mean, they did not pray every night or talk frequently of Jesus. They just went to church sometimes, and not the parish church. They went to the best church in town: best music, best preaching — a fair bus ride away. Their Christianity was handed down to them by their parents as a practical way of living that helped them practise the self reliance they needed. They were self improving, free thinking people. My father was a Nonconformist. They were self sufficient out of necessity and belief. Fresh cabbage was better and cheaper than frozen peas. We never had tea or coffee or orange juice at dinner time. From my mum we always had cabbage water: “Drink your greens’ water, it’s good for you to the last drop of goodness.”


  Anything my parents couldn’t provide they bought from the Co-op. A man in a suit came out on Monday mornings, sat down in the living room for half an hour and took the order for ten bobs’ worth of groceries from my mum. On Thursday, a lad would bring the groceries up on a bicycle — bacon and cheese, porridge and sultanas and the occasional slab of Iraqi dates, packed under British supervision. Our Co-operative Society share number was 13903 and we got 1/3d in the pound dividend on our purchases. The dividend was added up, once a year on dividend day. It was a tidy sum and what we did with it I have forgotten. I do remember we only ever bought what was necessary.


  The idea of a consumer society was very foreign to my parents. The idea you could purchase at whim, because something looked nice or someone tells you so. The idea of credit was anathema. Life was productive, and that’s how it should be. You provided for your needs, not your fancy. Work was necessary and of value, almost a virtue. My father worked in a garage. At home he took in watches to repair from neighbours, for extra money, and built himself a shed from old angle iron, motor car wrecks and perspex. He creosoted fences — and the loft was converted into a workshop to make and mend more things that would be useful. Soldered saucepans.


  When I won the scholarship to the grammar school I was bought a new Raleigh bike. Until that time our bicycles were cannibalised from bits of old scrap bicycles. My father’s was like that. A wheel off one, a frame off another, and my father went to work on an old bike like that. He made things — electrical things, mechanical things — but when he came home from work his time was spent repairing or digging the garden and tending to the greens, and the strawberries and the blackberries, and the richness of that garden. Every kind of cabbage and he’d try to propagate new varieties. Grew a tobacco plant. Though he didn’t smoke, the idea was exciting. He tried to cure the leaves in the shed. Hours of wasted time. I remember the flowers only opened at night and gave off a beautiful, strange scent, powerful and eerie: the tobacco plant was very strange. I remember we had a strawberry bush and that he tried to get gooseberries without thorns on the stems, and then tried a hairless gooseberry. When night came, he’d go into the shed where he’d rigged up his own lighting from car batteries and work, at a bench, making things. Many of the things were things that we needed in the house, but others would be for the pleasure of the children and his own experimentation. Busy from morning to night. And so was my mother. That’s how I remember things. That’s how I want to remember things. I know my parents have come along with the times and today they too use teabags and have a little telly. They’re not as young as they were. They put their feet up more and I’m not criticising anybody. I’m only pointing out the way times have changed, and how we all let them change.


  I want you to understand I come from a good home, and I am fond of my parents. My childhood was happy. In the summer the sun shone, and in winter there was lots of snow, as I remember. I spent all my childhood in one place, Northampton, a market and factory town surrounded by countryside. I remember the countryside — that within minutes’ walk there were hedges, ditches, ponds and frogs. Rabbits ran zigzag across the stubbly fields. There were butterflies on the cabbages in our garden. On hot days ants would appear by the hundred out of pavement cracks and my mum would tell me to “pour this kettle of boiling water on those ants”. My mother’s people came from further in the country, a real village some miles from our town. I went to that village often in the holidays and it was lovely. Water came from a hand pump. There was a village pond with ducks on. My Uncle Will worked for the lord of the manor as a gardener and his cottage had an Elsan lavatory. The rest of the family worked on the land — farm labourers: peasants. I don’t think they’d have liked to be called peasants. My mother had been the brightest girl at the village school so the lord and lady made her the teacher. She got qualified, and then obtained a position teaching away, in council schools on the industrial suburbs of London. On holiday at a Bernard Shaw festival in Malvern she met my father. They were both admirers of Shaw. My father was a serious reader although he only worked in a garage mending motorbikes. “Only! — what’s wrong with that? There’s nothing wrong with work;” I can hear my mother correcting me, “if somebody didn’t do it the world wouldn’t get you very far.” I often describe myself as a working class boy, but my parents wouldn’t give thank you for that. They were working people, and not rich in material things. They had minds that thought independently, but they were poor. My father’s hands were and are hard and grained with grease and dirt. Metal splinters had to be gouged out with a needle. Scrub them and there’d still be black beneath his fingernails, in the lines of his palms. He’d sing around the house: “I am the poor one, the poor one, the poor one.”


  Our house was a modern semi-detached, one of many built on the very edge of town in 1938. Bought with a fiver down and £490 to pay off at 12/1d a week for twentyfive years. Rates were 2/2d a week. Dad earned a basic of £2.10s a week, sometimes a bit more, but never came home with more than £3, and that was their only income. In the war he was in the electrical and mechanical engineers. There was a cornfield at the bottom of our garden, a hedge of blackbird nests, a ditch, a row of trees alternating lime and elm and then a farmer’s field of golden corn, until the farmer sold it for a council house estate.


  We didn’t have an inside “loo”. When did that word come in? Where you went to “do your business” was called the lavatory then. After the war some people began to put lavatories inside, but we wouldn’t. We were the last, partly because we genuinely couldn’t afford it, and also because my father said it was unclean to have a lavatory inside. Because of the smells. It was best to have the lavatory outside — but very cold in the winter. The pipes were lagged with old woollen vests and a paraffin stove was lit to take off the frost. The bedrooms were also very cold. Ice trees on the windows. You brought your own stone hot water bottle and we all got chilblains and rubbed some green ointment on to swollen toes. It smelt lovely. Winter green.


  There were terrible fogs, when country boys were sent home from school at dinner time and in the evening the town buses were led by a conductress who walked in front of the bus with a screw top flashlamp. Our house was the bus terminus. One night I remember a conductress ringing our doorbell. Her bus driver had tried to, or had assaulted her and could she stay at our house for the night? Oh dear — of course she couldn’t. It wouldn’t be right. My parents were not getting involved. She must go home/report it to the proper authorities. Was not there a bus inspector?


  We didn’t have social callers. There was enough to do: “I haven’t got time to gossip all day,” they both said, often. There were no neighbours popping in, though they were always civil — “Nice day!” — over the garden fence. Everyone had high fences, the builder built them to enclose the gardens. There was so much to do, digging and planting and pruning. We never ate any fruit or vegetables but what we grew ourselves. Fruit and jam, chutney, bottled kidney beans, kilner jars of raspberries. There was fresh mint for the lamb, picked after church. Herbs of all sorts but no garlic. I mean, I never had chips until I was fourteen or fifteen and went out on my own to a Greek café full of American soldiers at the bottom of Bridge Street. I ate the chips on a cheesecloth, chequered pattern tablecloth, with an old jukebox in the corner where we’d drop a twelve sided threepenny bit and a record would plunk on a platter and play, very scratchily: “I left my true love on blueberry hill...”


  There were fish and chip shops near us but we cooked our own food. Food at home would be boiled or steamed in the kitchen. Washing up was done with soda crystals. On Mondays a great copper would be on the go, lit by gas underneath, for boiling clothes. Not a copper copper, but a greyish metal copper. Cabbage, potatoes and clothes, and a wooden copper stick gone mushy with the heat. The kitchen would be full of steam while my mother watched the clock and cut the Sunday joint: Monday cold, Tuesday minced with a mincer that had to be put together like heavy Meccano and, vice-like, screwed on to the kitchen table. If it had been fine my mother would put the washing out, mangling it through a great iron mangle and hanging it on the line. There was always washing on the line. That had to be taken in as soon as it started to spot. And then it would be hung on a wooden clothes horse in front of the fire, so we rarely saw the coal fire. The clothes horse was always there. Darning, patching and mending. If there was time, there would be a treat in the middle of the morning. Coffee — bought in a quarter pound bag, not at the Co-op but at a fine grocer’s that reeked of coffee on the market square. I loved to stand in front of that grocer’s and sniff. The grinder’s vent gave directly on to the street. Ground coffee blown out. I’d sniff. Gosh, it was a superb smell. Gone like the fogs and frogs and steaming kitchens. My mother would make coffee, ground coffee grains and hot water in a jug not a percolator. Saucer over the jug. Let it settle. Then pour into cracked cups specially kept for coffee so they smelt of coffee even when washed and empty and hung on the kitchen hooks. Just one cup, weak but real and a piece of home made biscuit, fudge or cake.


  My father would come home every day for dinner. Main course, followed by stewed fruit/rhubarb/apples/ blackberries with cold custard. No soup. No tea. Greens’ water or water. The seasons were respected. Everything had its proper time and place. My mother grew a few snowdrops in the small front garden. In Lent we gave summat up and ate yellow fish on Fridays. No chocolate in Lent, and the hot cross bun was on Good Friday — not before. No one would have dreamt of eating an Easter egg before Easter. Not even I. In summer there would be the drought. We had it every year. We’d have no water in the tap but for an hour at sundown and I remember sometimes taking water with a bucket from a council cart, though we had our supply. My father had built a primitive water butt to collect rainwater. My mother — didn’t she wash her hair in rainwater?


  There were bike rides to a deserted village, its street overgrown with weeds, its houses and its church just left — the front door on one hinge still swung. Did it ever have glass in its windows? Left deserted since the Black Death or some such plague. The countryside was as close as a poem by John Clare — and twice as crazy. In September I’d be sent to the bus yard, for a letter had come from Uncle Will — he’d put a couple of shot birds on the bus. They dripped blood beneath the stairs. There’d be an awful lot of pheasant plucking and eventually a different taste and the alarming swallowing of lead pellets. Hare was skinned. Rabbit stewed. I remember Remembrance Day. At two minutes to eleven every bus stopped and all factory hooters sounded. The bus driver would get down from his cab, and stand beside it, cap in hand. The two minute silence — nothing moved on the street. Cyclists dismounted and stood bareheaded. Lest we forget. When the ice came, buses spun — I’ve seen them turn full circle. In the winter the river burst its banks, acres were flooded, and didn’t we see cows in trees? At Christmas, we had a silver threepenny bit in the pudding but never any brandy.


  We were happy. The whole street was a street in which people were buying their own homes, and everybody on the street was a working person, everybody went out to work. It wasn’t middle class at all, and we didn’t think we were one above anybody. Everybody just got on with working and they were all struggling to make ends meet. They were very proud and rather dull. Gas fitter, plumber, milk roundsman, a GPO switchboard girl who bought her house herself as a single girl. Next door was a bricklayer. The other side a plain factory operative. No one’s light was ever on after midnight — after eleven. No one’s curtains stayed closed after eight in the morning. Of course there were subtleties: gradations. For example, my mother was sure she wasn’t like the townies. She’d respect and pride, in part, for the gentry of her village. My father’s people had been deeply townies, and involved in politics, religion, and “goodness knows what”, my mother would say. When the next door’s cat was seen my father would rush to chase it with a rare display of temper. “You filthy hooliganism,” he’d bawl, as he tore after the terrified creature with a spade and the poor moggy had to leap our extra high fence covered with thorny blackberry and loganberry brambles. He’d threaten to lay poison. “Not for nothing am I the nephew of a chemist. I do know about poisons: we’ve still got the formulas in the loft.”


  In fact it was sad. My grandfather, who I never met, had been the rising political star of the local Co-op, backstreet medicine, and goodness knows what. In those days, before my time, before the National Health Service, free medicine was possible if you belonged to a Friendly Society. My grandfather, a gardener in the town graveyard, had joined the Ancient Order of Foresters Friendly Society and stood for committee. He was elected and rose through elections to become full time paid secretary. They were only ordinary working men but they interviewed and appointed and paid for their own doctor and purchased their drugs directly. Today’s working class communities may run their own boozing and darts and social club, but in those bad old days they appear to have had a real power the Welfare State has bureaucratised out of existence.


  His wife, my grandmother, was elected on to committees of the Co-op and the Methodist church. She was still alive, a widow, and lived in a back street terraced house that was lit inside by gas — a two-up, two-down with very tiny rooms, which she made over warm and comfortable. To get by she made up wreaths and crosses in a small way. Her son, my father, had been bright at school but had to leave, his future thwarted when my grandfather died, suddenly before his time. And he left no money. Dad had to get a job and keep the family. But he inherited books and that was special.


  In our house there were a lot of books. My mother had collected books in her youth, also my father developed his own strong tastes in literature: O. Henry, Wilde, Shaw, and a Methodist preacher, Stuttart Kennedy, was his hero. Religion and politics were talked about. Palmistry, too — he’d read the bumps on your head. Monologues my father recited at church firesides. The Lion and Albert by Marriott Edgar about a boring trip to Blackpool that a Mr and Mrs Ramsbottom made with Albert their son, a grand little lad, quite a swell.


  
    They didn’t think much to the ocean,
The waves they war fiddlin’ and small,
There were no wrecks and nobody drownded;
Fact nothing to laugh at at all.

  


  So seeking further amusement they went to the Tower Zoo where Albert poked a lion with a stick. He got ate.


  There was Shakespeare, bound and read, several Bibles and Concordia (unread) but the books that governed daily life were in the living room: Newnes’s Everything Within, Mrs Beeton’s cookery book and Pictorial Knowledge bought for me on an instalment plan... and a Daily Express Home Doctor. Bandages were made up. We didn’t buy Band Aids. My father’s shirt tails would be cut and made to renovate/rejuvenate fraying collars and cuffs. My mother was always darning and patching and mending, sewing tails to collars, strengthening sock heels with old wool. I learned to knit when I was eight or so. I was taught how to knit dishcloths. I mean we never thought of going out to buy a dishcloth. You knitted dishcloths. Mine were very knotty and I never progressed. I had home knitted vests but my mother knitted these. We did things ourselves. Because — that was all we could afford. Because it was so. Because it was best.


  My parents were not exceptional on the street. Their life was an improvement on the back streets and peasant cottages of their parents. Everyone went to work on a bicycle — tingaling ting — tingaling ting — “Good morning, Mr Gosling.” “Good morning, Mr Hart.” Tingaling ting. A way of greeting gone. A street cry that lasted for not as long as the old gypsy tatter’s “any old rag ’n’ bone.” But longer than the tinker’s scissors grinders on a bicycle. They’re gone. We used them. Almost everybody had an allotment garden. Shears to be sharpened. Almost no-one had a privet hedge. Gardens were for produce. Almost no-one had a full lawn. For a long time, there was no sitting out in our garden. That garden was a working patch and it was a dig for victory — stamping on slugs, pulling up weeds, collecting droppings from the baker’s horse, making compost of fallen leaves — a dig for survival.


  With money they made sure that the children had the chances they’d had to forego. The children — myself and my sister — were very important to Mum and Dad and they did everything for the children. For the future my parents sent me to ballet class and elocution lessons. The Co-op dividend helped to pay. I was entered for Eisteddfod at Carnegie Hall. “Little Trotty Wagtail” was the set piece, by John Clare.


  
    Little trotty wagtail, he waddled in the mud,

    And left his little footmarks trample where he would.

    He waddled in the water pudge and waggle went his tail

    And chirruped up his wings to dry upon the garden rail...

  


  I can’t remember if I enjoyed it. I won no prizes but I went and to violin and piano lessons — my hands so cold, or black from changing the bicycle chain, or even worse all rubberoid from having to mend a puncture. I’d spend half the lessons with my fingers in a bowl of warm water. Private teachers doing tuition in their front rooms. Backstreet studios. Small town academies. Classes that had to be paid for by my mother and father. It’s strange looking back, and trying to remember, because of the richness that was there. I mean, my mother’s shoes were handmade — maybe this is because it was a boot-and-shoe town, with a large number of freelance craftsmen, but my mother had handmade shoes. My father mended them on his own last on the stone kitchen floor. My own first suit, at the age of six, was handmade by a little Jewish tailor in a back alley off Lady’s Lane. My mother’s sewing machine was mechanical: hand turning. She wasn’t a middle class lady, she was the wife of a working man. And the wives, very few of them went out to work. They didn’t have time to go out to work.


  I don’t think my parents were Victorian at all. Not at all. They were believers in the modern world. They were believers in science, hygiene, in engineering, and the better future. Maybe they were Victorian. I don’t remember any feeling that we were entering the affluent society. It was simply that if we worked hard, if we made sacrifices, a better world would come. Better materially — spiritually — but was it ever spelt out like that? If the parents sacrificed, the children could enter the promised land.


  We had a hard life but there were treats. My father’s homemade sweets — gooey coconut ice, marbled fudge and luscious menthol delight. And once a week we were taken out for afternoon tea to a café in town called the Wedgwood. If we were lucky, and if we’d been good. We’d be shown in by the manageress and sat at a table laid for four, and waited on by waitresses in trim black skirts, pleated white blouses with little black caps and white pinnies. Sometimes my mother knew the waitress from the bus or church or our street. We’d have to keep our hands off the tablecloth and a fidget would prompt: “Don’t you dare put your elbows on the table.” We were allowed one cake from the cakestand. We never ate out for a meal. Proper tea was cooked at home later. Something more substantial: ham, egg and beans on toast. Cooked meals were at home. Afternoon tea was for tea and little more than plain bread, butter, jam and this one professional tasty cake. “And can we have some more hot water, please.” Sweet tooth but it was a treat, and a parental exercise in how to behave in public: manners maketh man. Don’t pick your nose. Lift your cup with the saucer. Don’t slurp your tea or you won’t get another cup. Don’t you dare make that noise or we’ll never come here again.


  We had our holidays away — in a boarding house at Hunstanton, and staying with an auntie at Portsmouth. I can remember going to the Isle of Wight for the day and, when we got on to the boat at Portsmouth harbour, in the mud of the harbour there were poor children, urchins, begging for pennies like the boys who tout the motorway south of Naples today. Outstretched arms banging chests. Pointing fingers. It was the first time I saw anyone that poor. “We are the poor ones,” my father would sing loudly as he banged about the house, but there were another poor. I knew I was lucky to have a good home. There was a street of poverty in our town. It was called Scarletwell Street. I never went there.


  We were the last to get an inside lavatory on our road and the last to get a television. We had a radio, medium wave only, permanently tuned to the Home Service, switched on for the news and off at the end of the news: “That’s enough.” We didn’t have the telly but the Dewises did. They lived in a road of slightly larger semi-detached houses with bow windows and garage space. They played in our garden, and I played in theirs — and then they got the telly, and on Saturday mornings I’d be invited into their front room for Dunking Doughnuts, a television show in which we audience at home were encouraged to dunk doughnuts in our coffee or our tea in time to the people doing it on television. The coffee and doughnuts, or bought biscuits, Mrs Dewis supplied. They were very kind and jolly and they had a carpet with a pile to it. Not like ours. I liked the Dewises but I was conscious they were better off. Mr Dewis was a foreman at a tannery and I think I remember he went there on a bicycle. Maybe his was a bought-from-a-shop bike — with splashguards!


  There were larger houses — a distance away. Detached. Up drives. Secretive. Not a part of my world. If they had money, which they presumably had, they didn’t seem to have much to show for it, it didn’t seem to do them much good.


  The Americans


  The Americans were something else. I don’t think they could ride bikes. Their bodies seemed different — bigger and broader beamed, and they walked with such a swagger: how would they ride a bike? Our town was surrounded by American Air Force bases. I can remember as a child going into the market square, and the long coaches would come in and the Yanks would stand at the top of the coach steps and throw chewing gum and Hershey Bars into the square, and, as kids do, we’d grab them. We were very much influenced by America and the Americans. When my father was out of the way in the loft, I’d try and tune our radio to AFN Frankfurt and listen to Jo Stafford. There was a tremendous romance about America. America was the place where we all wanted to be. America was closer to us than London.


  The Americans had affluence: a roll of banknote readies stuffed in a back pocket. So casual. So available. And for a girl in our town who wanted class and flourish, the thing to do was wed a Yank, marry a GI. That was the way out. There was no other way out.


  The Americans were there. I don’t think I ever wondered why they were there. This was before Ban the Bomb and the Campaigns for Nuclear Disarmament got going. We didn’t think about that. The Americans were just there. And one of them came next door to our house, and ran away with the nice next-door neighbour’s wife. Just like that. A bolt from the blue. And the GI carried her back, just like that, to I think it was Wyoming. The poor husband had no idea. He came home from work and found a note on the kitchen table, and came across to my mum and said: “My wife’s left me... Gone off with a Yank... and left me a note.” That was how we saw the Americans. They could do things — just like that. They were like creatures from another planet. They had a different way of life. They weren’t the kind of people my mother and father had anything to do with. They were very attractive to me, though. They looked good. Some of them had big cars and when I was fourteen, fifteen, and, began to go into the town at night and walk around the streets, I used to simply follow them. The most exciting thing about being alive was looking at Americans. America was the dream, to go to America. Be like them. Maybe, if we were lucky, when they left they’d take us back to their promised land with them. Like the nextdoor neighbour’s wife.


  They were ambassadors for dreams come true, though they didn’t mock or run us down as I remember. Indeed they called us “sir” and made a little bow; they were loud but polite. They spoke English but they really advertised themselves. They were flash and the real live Americans were more spectacular even than they were in the films. The amount of braggery that went on amongst them, the way they stood, their way with language, the fact that they swore, the fact that they were openly, affectionately kind and touching to one another, that they would talk to me, a child, as if I was an adult. Americans never talked down to me. They talked straight. And they appeared to be open about everything they did. I can remember one saying to me, “Could you find me...” — I must have been in the second form at school — “Could you find me a prostitute? You know their quarters?” I mean, they were smashing. They were... life with a capital L. They were the great temptation, the thing to be aware of. And I fell for this first temptation, head over heels in love with their freedom and their dollar. I don’t understand this, looking back, but I mean looking back from now, I see my parents’ way of life as something absolutely admirable and full of goodness and strengths I should have followed and built upon. I can’t rationally understand why I didn’t. There’s no reason at all that I can put my finger on. It’s almost as if — and it wasn’t just me, there were others as well — it’s almost as if we were taken over by the devil. And the devil was America. They were the first attraction that made me want to rebel — and then came rock ’n’ roll. That sent me hell-bent to smash to smithereens everything my parents’ generation had built. And I don’t know why. If we had known what we were doing, I don’t think we’d have done it. But we didn’t know what we were doing. That was the attraction — an adventure into the unknown through the jukebox, loud music, sultry music, American music, the blues, Jo Stafford, jazz, honky-tonk women, the first music from people like the Platters, a touch of falsetto. And this was a very superficial kind of life. Whereas my parents lived a deep life, I threw up the deep life for the superficial.


  Grammar School


  I was a lucky boy to get an eleven-plus scholarship to a grammar school, and it was a very good school. Awful and ancient. There was a school song: “When Thomas Chipsey found this school in 1541...” They were very intent to have me participate in things that got up my nose, yet I enjoyed it when I was persuaded to be one of the three little maids from school in The Mikado. We were constantly reminded how lucky we were to be grammar grubs. The teaching was a mixture of old tradition and a looking forward into the wonders of science that would provide mankind with a rational progress into a brave new world. Technology would solve all things. Science had come to save us. Education and hygiene, mind over matter, reason over emotion. In my last year they turned what were the bike sheds into a three storey science block which later faltered, so I don’t suppose science is quite so sacred today. The old Edwardian building still stands, where they taught us ancient Greek and Latin. I couldn’t do the Greek, but the Latin has always come in handy. At the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, there was an idea that a New Elizabethan Age of British supremacy was dawning. We never believed in it. I remember the great Brabazon aeroplane that was the biggest plane the world had ever seen. And it did fly — hats off to Lord Brabazon. It got about eighteen inches off the ground — maybe a little more but not much and not for long. It flopped. And didn’t it go to a museum? That was the Brabazon — the first Great British thing I remember flopping after that great heralding. Looking back, the Brabazon seems a sort of forerunner of a whole host of Great British exaggerated things that were going to make the world abundant and marvellous and flopped. I enjoyed reading Biggles and seeing The Dam Busters — a film about brave RAF bombers flooding a German installation. I cried at its jingo, and hated myself for being so moved. It was nice to see British pride burst. I don’t know why. It was a laugh to see the future fall flat on its face: a custard pie for the boffin. I remember shoe shops installed an X-ray device to take pictures of your feet, so your mummy didn’t buy you shoes that crimped your toes. All the shoe shops got them. Only later did we learn they damaged your feet.


  As I went on in school I got more and more out of tune with it, filled with a real hatred for its snobbery, and its assumption that we were leadership material. I hated the assumption of getting on, the duties of being a credit to the school. I wanted to do what the Americans did. They let themselves go. At home everything had to be controlled. My parents couldn’t have brought us up with freedom and choice if they hadn’t strict regulation over every hour of their lives. Every part of the garden was cultivated. I wanted what the Americans had — wide, open spaces, free style, liberated energy and ready cash. They stood for letting yourself go as deeply as my parents stood for their belief. But the Americans said go on your guts, it doesn’t matter about books and tradition, go on what is inside you: do what you feel.


  At the Pictures


  Those sons from tougher working class, backstreets and widowed mothers — they did very well academically. But rebels tended to be from the home owning, bit better off working class. That was where the rebels were. At home and at school we shouldn’t read comics. Comics were destroyed with the exception of the Eagle, a Christian educational comic edited by a most modern clergyman that featured a comic strip of the journeys of St Paul in colour — and Dan Dare, space pilot of the future, with his base commander, Admiral Commodore Sir Lancelot Uppity who was for ever saying into his balloon: “Off you go. Dare, teach them their lesson in Venus, old chap, best of British... you’ll need it.” Kids will be kids. There were a lot of pranks pulled for a day school. Frogs blown up with straws until they burst. Flick knives sharpened. Boys’ heads dipped in lavatory bowls. I’d a pal we pushed into a quagmire in a quarry. We watched. He sunk above his waist before we phoned the fire brigade. Fireworks through old ladies’ letterboxes — every year. Throwing school caps in the hubs of moving bus wheels. Sitting on a bus, upstairs above the driver, until he has before him a particularly difficult manoeuvre and then a gang of you all together jump up and bang your feet down on top of his head. I was in the Boy Scouts and the choir. It was a very good church. Cassock and surplice, collar or ruff. Sung eucharist and summer camp: “Riding along on the crest of a wave”.


  There was a theatre in the town. The impresario, Paul Raymond, brought us Peaches Page, a delightful dish, with or without. And Strip, Strip Hooray and Top Town Nudes... if they moved, they’d be arrested. The police came in large numbers and stood at the back looking closely. The finale ended in a flash of darkness and then the stage would be reilluminated to show the nude tableau: “We have Marilyn from Mablethorpe who makes men’s mouths melt.” Not even a wink. We whooped and threw chewing gum: if we could only get the girl to twitch she’d be arrested. Nude tableau was not allowed to move. The tableau had to be strictly tableau. Mr Buchwalter, the German teacher, took us on Mondays. Tuesdays we’d go on our own. Wednesdays we went again with Mr Buchwalter who once introduced me to one of the girls backstage. One show really did close. A rat had crossed the boards as Peaches Page posed, and bless her when she saw the rat she simply screamed and fled. All the PC Plods swooped at once. The safety curtain came down, the New Theatre shut for the rest of the week and Peaches Page was in court in the morning. Aaah. Silly laws. Later on in Bohemia they got sillier. I remember a bevy of Manchester detectives raiding one of the first nightclubs I ever


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  
    
  


  Thanks


  To Andre Deutsch Ltd for permission to quote from The Subterraneans by Jack Kerouac; and to Tuba Press for permission to reproduce Paul Potts’ poem, “On Hugh MacDiarmid’s 70th Birthday”, from Instead of a Sonnet. To Rosemary Goad at Faber, and Neil Tennant for copy editing; to Harry Thompson for typing the final draft, and Margaret Behrman for research into the “Battle for the Slums” chapters.


  Various stories and ideas in this book have previously been ventilated and have appeared in a different form and I acknowledge in particular the Daily Telegraph Magazine and Tribune, Anarchy and New Left Review, Chase Chat, Resurgence, Nottingham Quarterly and Nottingham Topic, Martin Brian O’Keefe, Granada Television (Denis Mitchell), BBC Radio (Michael Mason and Tony Gould).


  Thanks to all the people who lent me money, and in other ways kept me alive and have not yet seen a return. Most of all to Mary Lander, to whom I dedicate the book: a gentle lady to whose house in the country I ran for cover in the worst of days. It was always good to know you’d listen when I talked, through my rubbish to the grain of sense: that you wanted the generous instinct to succeed. You were so glad Margaret Thatcher came to power in 1979. That you were is a measure of my generation’s failure.


  To the next generation — I hope.


  
    Ray Gosling,
  


  
    London, Nottingham and Manchester:
  


  
    1979
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