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INTRODUCTION

Once you’re in a band, you’re in a band. Even when you’re not on stage, you’re in a band.

People ask me all the time, ‘What’s Morrissey like?’, ‘What’s it like to walk out on stage at Glastonbury?’ or ‘What’s it like playing concert venues up and down the country, a little indie band selling out the Royal Albert Hall?’ And my answer is always the same: it’s unfathomable. What we achieved, how we touched people’s lives, was just not within the reach of most bands, let alone your average human being. You might be in a band and that’s cool; but to do what we did? It was unique. It’s hard to explain what it’s like to see people in a crowd just crying, people who don’t know each other, shaking through the sheer emotion of what they have collectively experienced. It could be frightening. Like a religious awakening. A possession almost. If you can do that in a fucking band? Well, that’s pretty rare.

For more than forty years now, being in the Smiths has defined my life. Everything comes back to us as a foursome, even when it probably shouldn’t. Being in that band gave me a different perspective on every aspect of life; people treat you differently, from random strangers on the street to your closest family and friends.

When my son Frankie was at school and had exams coming up, I tried to explain to him that he needed to work hard, study and put in the effort because the options weren’t going to be great if he didn’t.

He looked at me indignantly and said, ‘What did you do, Dad? Didn’t you tell me that you didn’t even bother going in for the exams and left school at sixteen?’

I said, ‘Yeah, but I was in a band, I became a Smith, so it was different.’

I remember speaking to my careers officer when I was fifteen or sixteen. Back then, you were assigned a meeting to speak about your future, discuss what you think you’re going to do with your life, how best to exploit whatever formal qualifications you may or may not have achieved. I went in, being Mr Billy Big Bollocks, saying, ‘I don’t need any qualifications. I’m going to be in a band!’

He said, ‘Do you know what the guy who came in before you said? He wanted to be a lion tamer. I think you’re probably in that same boat. I’m putting him down for council work and I’m putting you down for council work too.’ ‘Council work’ meant manual labour on the roads of Manchester – it was the starting point for any career if you weren’t academic. Without a flicker of a smile, I was dismissed as he snarled, ‘Now, get out!’

The funny thing about that meeting is I bumped into the same guy about twenty years ago in Tesco. He came up to me, slapped me on the back and exclaimed, ‘Mike, you did it!’

I said, ‘Yes, I did, didn’t I?’

He replied, ‘I could not believe it. I was sitting watching Top of the Pops with my wife and I said, “There’s that lad, Mike!” It was the first time I had been so wrong about what I felt sure was just some pointless dream.’

I smirked at him and shrugged. I had achieved my goal. I was in a band. But being in a band like the Smiths was like winning the lottery.

For the five years that we were together, me, Andy, Johnny and Morrissey were in such a unique position that we became an incredibly tight-knit unit. You can’t speak to your mates, family, friends or anybody about it because they don’t know what it’s like. Nobody does. It’s the siege mentality of being in a huge band. It becomes very insular because nobody else can truly comprehend it.

When one of us would say to one of our non-band mates, ‘Yeah, it’s really exhausting being on the road,’ they would respond snarkily with, ‘Yeah, I’m sure it is, when you got a number-one album, you get to go on Top of the Pops and you just played in front of 20,000 people. Poor fucking you!’

When looking at the timeline of the Smiths, sometimes people say, ‘Well, considering you were only together for such a short period, you shone brightly.’ When you study the logistics of what we did within that four years we were together, they were right. Some bands only release one LP in that sort of time frame. We had eighteen top forty hits. All we ever did was work. We released a single every two months, went out on tour, then recorded an album. Then just repeated that process. It was absolutely relentless.

Even when we weren’t doing shows or undertaking band-related duties, we were hanging out together. I saw Johnny pretty much daily from 1983 to when we split up. Every single day, seven days a week, we’d go and smoke a bit of dope, play guitar or listen to music and watch TV.

For me, playing music is like having a conversation with somebody. That’s something that’s always put me off taking on any session work. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have anything against session players, but for me to have a bond with somebody musically, I’ve got to have a connection with them before we even start playing. That gives me a better understanding of where they’re at, how they function and who they are as a person.

The Smiths were a very standard line-up: bass, drums, guitar and vocals; let’s not forget that musically we were only a three-piece.

So, what made the sound of the Smiths so unique? Well, having one of the best songwriters Britain’s ever produced in Johnny certainly helped. Likewise with Morrissey’s idiosyncratic approach to lyric writing. But I’m talking about the sound. Couple those two with mine and Andy’s contribution and that’s what made the sound of the Smiths; it is what made the Smiths what they were. One can argue that Johnny or Morrissey, or a combination of both were the Smiths. But I’m of the opinion that the actual sound that you hear when you listen to every song that Andy and I played on during the lifetime of the band sounded like that because our individual style of playing contributed to the overall finished composition you hear. That is undeniable. Without taking anything away from Johnny and Morrissey’s brilliant and distinct writing abilities, their solo work sounds nothing like the Smiths. Obviously, they’re not trying to be the Smiths. But that’s not the point I’m trying to make. They couldn’t sound like the Smiths because of the particular contribution Andy and I brought to the table.

There was an album that came out recently, some ‘Best of the ’80s’ compilation. The Cure were on it, the Human League, ABC, Culture Club, Depeche Mode and every single fucking band that was something in the ’80s. The Smiths were not included. I took that as a compliment because even though we were happening right in the middle of the ’80s, we had nothing musically to do with that decade. We could have been from the ’60s ’70s or the ’90s. It was timeless. We could have sat anywhere. We sat aside from the feel and fashion of the ’80s. And that timeless influence of the band is reflected in our popularity right up to the present day with the TikTok and Gen-Z kids. I was DJing in Margate last year and the guy who picked me up asked if I was on TikTok. I told him I wasn’t, so he showed me all the references to the Smiths on the platform, from a mariachi band covering ‘There is a Light That Never Goes out’ in South America to an assembly of primary-school children singing ‘This Charming Man’ in Jakarta.

Even now, I find the whole Smiths ‘thing’ hard to compute. Once, when we played in Boston, we went off stage before the encore and I had to go to the loo before we came back out. There I was standing in the bathroom, quickly going about my business, hearing the 15,000 kids in the audience chanting, ‘Smiths, Smiths, Smiths’ – 15,000 people cheering that name. It sounded pretty fucking mega, trust me.

I’m tapping my foot while I’m having this piss. I’m getting dead excited thinking, Well, right, I’ll have to go out and see this amazing band because they’ll be coming on in a minute. Then I realise – I’m in this band. I’m in the band that’s been chanted for by 15,000 crazed American kids. I’m playing drums with my friends and performing the music that we created. All I’m trying to do is to make the show as great as possible, to do my bit as one corner of this incredible square. And as long as Johnny, Andy and Morrissey are happy, well that’s good enough for me. But 15,000 screaming American kids? Yeah, it helps.

That’s not to say that everything was perfect all the time, but my overwhelming memories of the band are hugely positive. Maybe it’s just because I’m a naturally positive person. Life is not always fabulous, but what I try to do during difficult times is accept the issue then look for the upside. I will always find that silver lining, regardless of how faint it is. The light at the end of the tunnel can be magnified; that helps when dealing with bereavement or with a situation that seems unbearable or insurmountable. Or, as the years pass, with old bandmates.

I don’t mean papering over the cracks, pretending that something hasn’t happened or belittling moments of gravity. I saw a quote from Ian Brown – the lead singer of the Stone Roses – that really summed it up for me. I paraphrase: ‘It’s better for it to have happened for a short time than never happened at all.’ That’s how I try to face things when somebody dies or something seems to go wrong. I think, Let’s celebrate the fact that we had that person in our lives or we had that experience with that person, the joy that was brought by that individual in relation to all of us. I try to concentrate on the beauty, not the demise.

Over the years, there has been a lot of stuff said about the issues in the band and the legal disagreements after the Smiths disbanded. There are plenty of encyclopaedic accounts of what happened and what didn’t happen. There are plenty of fictional accounts too. But I have little desire to dredge this up again. Everything that needs to be said has been said. When I look back, as a pragmatic and content man in his sixties, I choose to focus on the amazing highs of being part of the band. I want this book to be a love letter to that time and a love letter to the Smiths, capturing some of the stories and moments that defined that period of my life for me.

I’m not a nasty person and I’m not snide. I would never want to hurt anybody ever in my life for anything. I’ll go out of my way to make sure people are happy and at ease, even if that takes me out of my comfort zone. Maybe having a good life is payback for that.

I seem to be lucky in everything that I do, but I’m a firm believer in the idea that you make your own luck.

As a musician, all you can do is your best. Whether it’s a drum part, a bassline, a guitar part, a lyric or a vocal melody, you just create the best thing that you think is right to serve the song. That’s all you can do.

As Andy and I used to say, ‘Where did it all go right?’

After all, I was just a lad who played the drums.





PART 1 BEGINNINGS






1 MANCHESTER, IRISH, WORKING CLASS 1963–1976

It was a dangerous and dark place, Manchester. The buildings were black with soot, giving everything a grimy, used-up look. It was a very closed city, very parochial. I don’t think people realise that now; it wasn’t particularly welcoming. You didn’t come to Manchester to visit, you didn’t come for your holidays, you didn’t come to have a look at the city centre for all it had to offer because it had nothing to offer. It wasn’t a utopia. Once the Smiths got signed, we were out for a meal in London with our record label Rough Trade. I was seated next to someone I hadn’t met before. I told him that I was from Manchester and the expression on his face was a mixture of disdain and pity. He turned away, completely uninterested. I was from an alien land; I’m different because I am from Manchester. There was no connection. I was of the frozen wasteland up north.

Manchester is a strange place because, normally, within a city’s environs, people move to the land that’s not central to the city itself. They start to occupy space that gets progressively further and further away from the centre, fleeing the unrelenting metropolis for the breathing space of quieter, greener suburbs. Manchester is the other way around. People have gravitated towards the middle more and more over the years; with the new skyline of skyscrapers, it’s now earned the charming title of ‘Manc-Hattan’. Areas like the Northern Quarter are now full of hip record stores, bars and restaurants – that is not how it was when we were growing up. Those places were no-go zones.

I loved it and hated it at the same time. I had no affinity with the place. I found it quite oppressive, especially when I was younger and was trying to find my feet. Become my own person. An individual. Anyone bohemian, arty or into music was viewed as strange. Such things were simply not allowed. We were weirdos, freaks and outcasts.

Mam and Dad had come over from Ireland in the 1940s. Mam started life in Portalington, County Laios, in the midlands, west of Dublin; her father had originally moved to the UK with a few of his siblings who settled in the north west. Mam’s family, in terms of numbers, was your typical Irish Catholic ‘double figures’; Dad’s was not far off. He came from good farmer stock in Shrule, County Mayo on the west coast. He arrived in the UK at about the same time as Mam, looking for employment. Dad would take on any job that was available, though he found himself most often engaged in the building trade.
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Mam and Dad, 1950s.
When my mam first arrived on British soil, the Second World War was raging. She found a job in a factory building Lancaster bombers. Growing up, I remember her working two, sometimes three jobs to make ends meet. She’d spend her mornings at the Princess Hotel in the Mancunian borough of Fallowfield, cleaning and preparing the rooms, before going to the home of a rich family at the far end of Wilbraham Road in south Manchester, where she was employed as a maid. She would then come home and make everyone’s tea before, finally, going for her shift in the cloakroom at St Kentigern’s Social Club. She also worked at the prestigious Midland Hotel in central Manchester with her sister, waiting on tables. She was always doing anything she could to bring money into the family.

One story that was part of Joyce clan lore happened when Mam was working at a New Year’s Eve party at the Midland and the guests consisted mainly of US servicemen and women. Part of my mam’s role was to lay and decorate the tables; as it was Christmas, this included placing a huge cracker at each setting. She was beckoned over by a GI who told her that they had already opened the massive Christmas cracker that was supposed to be pulled at midnight – would it be possible for Mam to get them another? She nodded, gave him a sort of curtsy, then went and retrieved a replacement for him. After she put it on the table, he grabbed her hand and said ‘Thank you’, placing a piece of paper in her palm. She went into the kitchen and had a look to see what it was, expecting it to be a message. But it wasn’t – it was a £5 note. Mam said she’d never seen one before. I’ve just had a look and, in 1940, £5 would be worth a little more than £350 in today’s money. That’s not a bad tip, eh?

Both my parents worked every day of their lives, regardless of how menial the role, toiling all hours to feed us kids. The mindset was to pay the rent and clothe the children; that was as far as aspirations went – within the Joyce family, anyway. Nobody was signing on or receiving benefits; to take any sort of hand-out was considered quite shameful. Irish people are not workshy. Because of this strong work ethic, if you weren’t in employment, you had to have a very good reason why. It simply wasn’t the done thing to receive unemployment benefits and sit around unless you were ill, disabled or dying.



I was born at home on 1 June 1963. Instead of a cradle, I was unceremoniously placed into a sock drawer. No point in having a cot when a drawer with a blanket in it will do.
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Me as a baby, 1963.
I was the fifth child; the baby and last born of the Joyce siblings. As was expected from an Irish Catholic family at the time, there were a fair few of us – seven, including Mam and Dad. Billy was the eldest, then Martin, then came my two sisters, Bernie and Anne, then, finally, me. Procreation seemed to be my parents’ whole raison d’être.

My first years were spent in an old Victorian terrace located on Rumford Street, in an area just 2 miles south of Manchester city centre called Chorlton-on-Medlock, or C-on-M as it was known. ‘Medlock’ was the name of the river that ran through the district. When I say river, I mean in no way an idyllic and pristine stretch of water for swimming and fishing. This river was a cesspool; it had been a source of power during the Industrial Revolution and was eventually condemned as dead due to the amount of industrial waste that flowed into it from the hundreds of factories that lined its banks. If you ever fell into the Medlock, it was straight to the local infirmary for a tetanus shot thanks to the disease-ridden sludge that flowed through it.

As working-class kids, we would spend our time making our own fun, going out and playing in the street. Everything was simpler and there was no sense of anything dangerous lurking outside in the community. That’s what was so shocking when the Moors Murders happened between 1963 and 1965 – those poor children. The details of what happened are well known, but the horrific crimes committed by Ian Brady and Myra Hindley absolutely shook the whole nation. I was too young to remember any of it, but it was a much more innocent time. People left their front doors open because nobody had anything, so nobody stole from anybody else. Such was the impact of the murders that Morrissey would later pen the lyrics to ‘Suffer Little Children’, which mentions the names of the children killed by the demonic couple.

I never encountered overt racism when I was a child, nor indeed at any time growing up in Manchester. During the 1950s and ’60s, there had been rampant intolerance directed at Irish immigrants and people of colour. It was not uncommon for boarding houses to have abhorrent signs stating, ‘No Irish, No Blacks, No Dogs’ displayed in their front windows to discourage those who they felt were unsavoury from stepping over the threshold. Luckily, I never had any sort of this bile to deal with. I think this was because a) I never had an Irish accent; b) although both my parents were immigrants, by the time I was aware of the existence of such hideous discrepancies that may have existed for the older generation, the Irish had assimilated into north of England/British culture in the north west and not brought too much attention to themselves in their daily life; and c) I had white skin so, at first glance, I blended in with those whose lineage went back to beyond the legend of King Arthur. The colour of someone’s skin or where they were from really didn’t matter to me. Why would it when I was the child of immigrants myself?

My parents, especially my dad, Mick Joyce, however, was often at the sharp end of the then ingrained prejudice. One time, I told Dad that I’d played a gig at a local venue called Band on the Wall, which turned out to be one of his old watering holes.

Dad then proceeded to tell me about how he and a couple of his mates went in there for a pint one lunchtime when they were part of a construction gang on Swan Street. He said a bloke came over to them and said, ‘When you Paddies have finished those pints, I want you out.’ The plan had been to leave after having just one beer, but with this comment, Mick recalled with a glimmer in his eye, ‘Well, after that didn’t we all suddenly get a terrible thirst on us!’

The gang stuck around and had a couple more; no one said anything to them. Judging by pictures I’ve seen of my dad when he was in his prime, I’m not surprised why.

Mick wasn’t a particularly tall bloke, but he was strong as an ox. My sister Bernie told me a story from a local church newsletter that was published every week in the village that my dad was from. Local gossip, births, deaths and marriages, that sort of thing. There was a section that included ‘thank yous’ to people in the community. One read, ‘Many thanks to Mick Joyce for catching the bull and bringing it back to the field.’ Apparently, this had happened on several occasions when the bull got frisky and would knock down the stone wall to get out of the grazing area in search of some bovine beauties. Now, most folk who have seen a bull – quite sensibly – have viewed it from afar. I get a bit jittery being at close quarters even with a cow because of their size. Well, times its mass by two and its aggression by ten. That’s a bull. And my dad single-handedly dragged the beast back to its field. Fearless.

Dad was a navvy when he first came over from Ireland. The term ‘navvy’ is a shortened form of ‘navigator’, which referred to general labourers working on railway, road and canal infrastructure across the country from the nineteenth century onwards. The Irish were pretty good at getting stuck into any task. They made for good navvies.

Dad also spent some time working at the gasworks in Manchester. We would often hear stories of him being brought home unconscious in an ambulance after inhaling the fumes. He finally ended up as a coal miner based at the now-defunct Agecroft Colliery. It was a treacherous working environment: 2,500 feet into the dark centre of the earth, old and decrepit equipment unfit for purpose and, on one harrowing occasion, a bloody, grisly scene when a fellow miner lost an arm after it was wrenched clean off by a runaway coal truck.

But his colleagues were not the only victims of the dangers implicit with the job. This was an era when they would take canaries in cages down to the coalface to detect the presence of gas. Such gas in its natural state is odourless. The smell that we today associate with gas is added at a later stage to aid in detecting gas leaks. My dad said that when they had a break for a sandwich, they would look at the bird and will it to perish and fall off the perch. Often a canary would be affected by the gas and sway side to side, its eyes slowly closing. Just as my dad thought he would be freed from a day’s labour, the bird would flutter, then stand upright. If this happened, the miners would know there was gas present in the air but that they had to continue regardless. For the miners to go up to ground level, the bird had to fall off the perch. This would signal the end of the working day and the workers would be allowed to go back up, out of the mine.





2 KID OF THE CROFT

We moved just around the corner from Rumford Street to Ackers Street in the mid-’60s. Our building having been erected in the 1800s, the backyard, where the toilet was located, was composed of stone and brick. The short row of houses had previously been used as guest quarters for the stars of the day (including Charlie Chaplin, Gene Vincent, Eddie Cochran and Billy Fury, among others) when they were in Manchester to perform at the nearby Hippodrome on Ardwick Green. By the 1960s, these buildings were dilapidated. There were thousands of such properties in the north west and, as they were council-owned, the cost of regular maintenance was prohibitive.

Just like most kids at the time, we played outside in an area created by old bombed-out buildings from the Second World War that were never rebuilt, amid rows and rows of terraced housing. No grass or trees, just a colourless landscape of crumbling buildings and wasteland – or croft, as it was known. However, we had everything we needed there to spend endless hours entertained.

A rope tied to a lamppost became a swing. When the house next door to ours was demolished, my sister swept the area and built her own ‘house’ with some of the remaining bricks. It was partitioned too, with a kitchen and living room.

When there was heavy rain, planks of wood pulled from nearby ramshackle homes were adorned with small stones. These would set sail on the huge, deep puddles. We would then throw rocks at the ‘ships’ and knock the stones we’d placed on the planks to ‘sink’ them. Footballs would be kicked around and passionate matches undertaken. We acquired (stole) some paint from a back yard and painted a start/finish line block across the entrance to Dover Street. Voila! A race circuit that went around the block. I went to a concert at Manchester University about twenty years ago and parked my car on Ackers Street, which is directly opposite the university. I had a look down Dover Street and there it was. It was faint but still marked out in the gutter – our old starting line.
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Photo of Ackers Street taken by photographer Shirley Baker. My house is the one along from the end-of-terrace next to the Holy Name Church in the background of the shot.
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The stationary shells of vehicles – burnt-out, stolen or abandoned cars – became our playground. An ice-cream van was once pilfered by some local hoodlums and ended up parked right outside our house. I don’t mean the ice-cream vans that play a merry tune to sell their wares. I mean a huge lorry that was full of frozen delights that was supposed to be delivered to the local shops. I remember thinking that I’d died and gone to heaven as we prised open the freezer to find it fully stocked with ice cream.

The Holy Name Church was the next building to us on Ackers Street. It was an immense Gothic structure built around the late 1800s, dominating the Manchester skyline. It’s still there. In the Joyce family, all activities were centred on or derived from the Catholic Church. Both my mam and dad were staunch Catholics. Mass every Sunday was obligatory.

Every church had a social club attached to it and the social interactions between fellow members of the diocese provided a sense of unity for my parents. The solidarity with the local parishioners was a very important part of life in the Irish community. After all, they were on foreign soil and wanted to be accepted socially.

My mam and dad used to frequent the social club at the Holy Name. The club was the hub of the community. There, decisions were made about what needed to be done in the local area or the church and what needed to happen for any social activities taking place. It also provided the usual entertainment of bingo, Irish-dancing classes, bridge, Easter-bonnet competitions and Whit Walks.I

I won first prize in the Easter-bonnet parade at a church fete there when I was eight. My hat was designed by my sister Bernie who adorned it with a Saturn V rocket and a few of the new decimal coins. My prize? A packet of liquorice allsorts, the only sweet in the entire universe that I didn’t like.

I became an altar boy when I was about ten years old. The role included such tasks as ringing the altar bell, lighting the candles and preparing the incense, water and wine. As a child, it was a rite of passage, to be associated with the Church and all its accoutrements. If you think about the power of the Church, 800 years ago, and picture the illustrations of the blazing inferno, the Church is telling you, ‘This is a depiction of hell.’ It’s babies on pitchforks. If you show that to people and ask, ‘Do you want this? Or do you think you should come to church for a bit of a pray?’, they would respond, ‘I’ll be fucking there like a shot. The whole family, yeah?’ That’s the vibe of heaven and hell in the Catholic Church. And everyone bought into it.

I’m now a practising atheist (sorry Mam!) as I believe that a lot of Catholic faith is based on fear; certain elements feature the unspoken motto of ‘believe … or else!’

Regardless of my feelings towards religion, at the time I was such a seemingly natural fit for the establishment that I was encouraged to join the priesthood. I even got booked for a visit to a seminary boarding establishment, an educational facility instilling the virtues of the Roman Catholic faith. In other words, a priests’ school. The place frightened me to death with its huge, imposing Victorian stone edifice. The bleakness brought to mind a Thomas Hardy novel; I’d never experienced a place of such austerity.

[image: Mike Joyce, in formal attire standing in front of a woman, outside a church.]
My First Holy Communion at the Holy Name Church, 1970.
On entering the building, we came across a number of young lads walking around in pairs for some unknown reason. Each time we passed these boys, they smiled at us in a rather creepy manner. The whole experience felt quite disturbing; it just felt like a place to indoctrinate youths into the Catholic faith, which is exactly what it was. Scary shit. Furthering my religious studies in any formal manner got a hard ‘no’ from me.

Things were slightly different, though, for my sister Bernie. Her relationship with the Church was a wee bit more intimate. When I was really young, she would invite some of the priests – Father Hackett and Brother Hackett are the ones that I remember – to our house for home-grown renditions of biblical stories, the cast consisting of me and various family members. One memorable outing was our version of ‘Jesus lost in the temple’. Our lounge was the temple. My Uncle Martin was about twelve at the time and had been roped into portraying Joseph looking for Jesus. I played Jesus – Jesus hiding under our old upright piano.

‘Jesus! Jesus! Where are you?’ he cried.

This was my cue to come out and say, ‘I’m here, Father!’ As I went to get up and reveal my hiding place, I banged my head really hard against the piano. Instead of my required line, I screamed the significantly less devotional line, ‘Ow, me fuckin’ ’ead!’

There was stunned silence in the room in response to the language that was used by none other than the Son of God. I was only five years old, the youngest in the gang. I’m pretty sure that kind of profane verbiage was used pretty frequently by us all, but not in front of grown-ups – and certainly not in front of the local priests.



Victorian neighbourhoods like Ackers Street consisted of rows and rows of terraced housing. The houses were quite big in terms of room size, although I suppose every house would seem large when you’re a three-year-old, but you could hear neighbours on both sides. With regard to privacy, everybody knew what everybody’s business was. Each room was filled to the brim with chests of drawers and assorted bric-a-brac with massive old wardrobes upstairs. There were pictures on every wall of religious icons and statues, including the Virgin Mary, St Christopher and a multitude of crucifixes on every available surface.

In the 1960s, architects and city officials eventually came around to the idea that such housing was no longer acceptable. They wanted to erect new structures with shops built in and around the actual dwellings. To make room for these ‘fabulous’ new buildings, the homes of the 1800s had to go. Most, if not all, of these structures were referred to as ‘slums’ because they were filled with Irish immigrants, the derogatory label slapped on the neighbourhoods inhabited by those considered ‘new’ to the country. The house on Ackers Street was part of what became known as the ‘slum clearance scheme’. I don’t know why this was the term used for the housing in this community; it was an offensive label but seemed to go unquestioned. It ended up being one of the biggest clearances of people and houses at the time, all occurring in short order. Huge swathes of these terraces were demolished, with the inhabitants relocated in supposedly improved accommodation. Things were changing. The council believed that concrete dwellings in the sky were the way forward for the people of Manchester, as was the case across the rest of the country. Well, the majority of this new housing built in the 1960s and widely touted as being a kind of ‘paradise’ was so badly constructed that it was flattened in the 2010s and rebuilt yet again. Like the modernist structures of its bright mid-century future, Ackers Street and its sprawling community of old Victorian houses is now long gone.



	I. ‘Whit Walks’ is shorthand for ‘Procession of Witness’ – these events were a public expression of faith, with children dressing primarily in white and parading through the streets of Manchester on Whit Friday.








3 OUR LORD

Just before our place on Ackers Street was flattened in the slum clearance, my dad was given three options for relocation, all within the greater Manchester area.

Wythenshawe: a huge modern housing estate that was to be the largest in Europe; Ancoats: an area adjacent to Manchester city centre; or Fallowfield: another gargantuan housing estate in south Manchester’s suburbs. On the face of it, I had no idea what these places were like. As a seven-year-old, I’d never been to any of them. I accompanied my dad to view the house in Fallowfield. I think he decided to check that particular location out first as it would have been the easiest to get to from where we currently lived just south of the centre.

We got on the number 48 bus from Oxford Road to look at our potential new abode. The first thing I noticed was that Wilbraham Road seemed so green. Trees lined both sides of the road. I felt like I’d arrived in a foreign country. The furthest I’d been with my parents at that age was the annual one-week holiday to every northern working-class family’s summer vacation: Blackpool. The obvious attraction of Blackpool was the fact that it was a seaside town. Fallowfield was not. But compared to Ackers Street, it looked so lush and had so many wide-open spaces. The houses even had spaces between them! Semi-detached living was still an impressive novelty to this former terrace dweller. And the road looked huge – a dual carriageway complete with grassy central reservation. I was impressed.

The new place at 181 Wilbraham Road was a major step up from our last house. Being of Edwardian build, it only shared one wall with one other building for starters. It even had an inside toilet. There was a front garden with a small ornamental tree in the centre of the lawn that had the most beautiful, vibrant yellow, pendulous flowers. I later found out it was called a laburnum. We even had a back garden too. I think this is what the council hoped would make people’s lives a little bit more tranquil and a little less, well, brick and stone.

To the rear of the house were fields that featured a small pig farm. That meant there was plenty of opportunity for adventure, something to fill the void that had been created since leaving Ackers Street.

Dad didn’t even bother going to see the other two places on offer. I was now a Fallowfield lad.

In Fallowfield, most of the people were Irish. It must have been a conscious decision for the council to put them into areas where there would be a strong community, where they wouldn’t feel left out or scared. A friend of mine, of Pakistani origin, told me a similar story. He said that when his dad emigrated to Manchester, he lived in a house with about eight or ten other guys from Pakistan. If one of them


[image: Mike Joyce and his Mom, lying on the ground with a cat between them.]
Me, Mam and the cat at Wilbraham Road, 1973.
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