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      Dear Readers,

      You will notice the book is written in a slightly larger font. I don’t know what you think, but I hate it when I open a book and the print is too small to read.

      I have been thinking about writing this book for a long time, but the true nudge to finally begin it came from my four wonderful grandchildren — three handsome boys and one irrepressible granddaughter and the confidence my beautiful wife had in my talent.

      Whenever the grandchildren visit, we spend hours talking and laughing together, and somewhere in the middle of all that noise I am always struck by the same quiet thought: they have grown up on a different planet from the one I grew up on. Not a different country. Not even, really, a different century, though it can feel that way. A different planet. When we were kids, we had nothing, but we had enough. Does anyone else?

      When I was a boy, in the 1940s and 1950s, life seemed to move at a pace that has since vanished almost entirely. I suppose these days it would have looked like snail mail. It seems strange to say that, because over the next couple of decades we were to advance the equivalent of two thousand years. But this process was to be unnoticed, largely, by World War, hidden progress and recovery. Existing was itself a kind of vocation. Hard graft was simply what a day was made of, and nobody thought to call it anything else. We had no option. Everything came at a price. Our houses where we lived were cold and even though we all had a roaring coal fire in the winter, they were only warming if you sat right in front of them. Food was scarce and items like butter and sugar were a real luxury. Most of us had what they called “growing pains” but in fact, they were hunger pains. We walked everywhere. Shanks Pony, we called it. When your shoes wore out, your father repaired them on a last and if you were lucky, he used leather. I can remember a few times when he had to use cardboard. There were no bikes around as no-one could afford one. No scooters and no skateboards. If you wanted to know if a friend was home, you walked to his house and you knocked on his door, and if there was no answer you walked home again none the wiser. I knew of no-one with a landline. There were no mobile telephones, no text messages, no internet waiting to answer every question before it had finished being asked. To communicate over distance, you wrote a letter and posted it at the mailbox. There was only one haircut. “Short back and sides.” I only knew of one watch, a Timex, made in Scotland. You Had to wind it up or it just stopped. All it showed was the time. I went and bought a USB drive the other day and as I was walking out of the shop, the receipt popped up on my Apple Watch. None of that absence troubled us in the slightest, because we did not know there was anything to miss. It was simply life, and life was simply that. As far as we were concerned, we had enough.

      My grandchildren have grown up inside a world that seems to reinvent itself before breakfast. The French have a phrase for it — “un monde qui change,” a world that is constantly changing — and I have never found a better way to describe what I have lived through. We just grew with it. I consider myself privileged to have lived in two centuries and two millennia. When I look back at my bedroom, when I was a teenager, I see a double bed which I shared with my brother until he left to join the army to do his National Service for two years, and a chest of drawers for our clothes. When I look inside my grandson Charlie’s bedroom I see a bedroom with a wardrobe, a desk, three gaming consoles, a computer, a modem and a television. I sometimes think about how slowly civilisation crept forward for nearly two thousand years. From the Romans to the middle of the twentieth century, progress came in inches, not miles. Then, almost overnight, it began to accelerate.

      Computers appeared in the sixties and within the span of a single decade mankind progressed from adding machines to computers that did the calculations that took men to the surface of the moon and back. Today a computer that would have astonished those pioneers fits comfortably in the palm of a child’s hand, and nobody so much as blinks at it. It all seems to be taken for granted. Unless you personally have lived through this process it must be almost impossible to visualise. A talking point, yes, and I have tried discussing it with various people from time to time but for someone else to try and visualise the transition I think it must be unattainable.

      I have been fortunate enough to have a ringside seat for that entire journey.

      From ration books to artificial intelligence.

      From coal fires to smartphones.

      From steam trains to space travel.

      From silent movies to talkies and special effects.

      From shanks pony to fast cars.

      Few generations have been asked to absorb so much change in one lifetime, and I do not think my generation has always known quite what to make of it. It just seems to pass by so incredibly fast.

      Don’t misunderstand me, this book is not an argument that one age was better than another, in fact I feel that those times were infinitely as absorbing and interesting as they are today. Every generation inherits its own blessings and its own hardships, and I have no wish to referee between them. It is, instead, simply an invitation — to step for a little while into another world. A world where neighbours knew one another by name, where messages went by hand, where children played outside with a footy until the streetlights came on and darkness called them in. Where mothers somehow performed small miracles out of very little, and where happiness, I think, was measured by a different set of scales altogether. Every meal had to be prepared and cooked from the raw ingredients and we suffered from too many vegetables. I’m joking. Vegetables and fish were very cheap.

      Everything you are about to read really happened. These are my memories, offered as honestly as memory allows. I want to show how content a person can be and I hope that somewhere in these pages you find something to laugh at, something that catches you unexpectedly in the throat, and perhaps — just perhaps — a little more appreciation for the extraordinary distance that very ordinary people have travelled. A simple comparison of a life when we had nothing, but felt we had enough, to a life where youngsters have a powerful computer in the palm of their hand. Where babies sucked on dummies and now play on iPhones.
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      Before I Knew

      Before I knew what war was, it was already shaping my life.

      Before I knew what fear was, my mother was living inside it every single night.

      Before I knew what sacrifice meant, my father was already deep in the middle of making it.

      Before I knew what home meant, mine had already been left behind, for safety’s sake.

      Before I ever learned the names Swan Hunter, Vickers-Armstrongs, Redheads, or the River Tyne, they had already written themselves into my story, without asking my permission.

      I was born into a Britain at war.

      I simply did not know it yet, but its effects were to be life changing.
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      The sirens always began the same way — a low, mechanical moan that seemed to come from underneath the house rather than above it and then climbed until it filled every room at once. An incredibly high-pitched screaming siren which could be heard all over the town. Everyone in the town now knew what was coming. Countless German bombers full of death and looking for their target to unload it. My brother George was seven then. Whatever else he was in that moment, he stopped being seven and became instead the boy who knew exactly what to do.

      
      “Judy, get your coat.” Mam’s voice came flat and fast from the scullery, stripped of anything except instruction. “George — take Tony downstairs.”

      
      Tony was what they called me then. A family nick name to distinguish me from my cousin John. I would not be Tony for very much longer, but on this night, in this particular memory, that is still my name.

      
      What I have of it is not a scene so much as a handful of broken pieces, and I no longer know which of them are mine and which were handed to me afterwards, told so many times by Mam that they became indistinguishable from memory itself. That is how memory works, I think — it keeps the feeling of a thing long after it has quietly let go of the facts. There is my brother’s hand, closed hard around mine. The back steps, worn smooth, catching the edge of my shoe. Judy holding her coat, close behind. And ahead of all of us, low and black against the yard, the mouth of the bomb shelter, waiting. Protection against anything but a direct hit.

      
      I was three.

      George did not cry, and he did not complain, and he did not wait to be told twice. He got Judy and me down into the dark shelter while Mam moved through the house behind us, gathering whatever she judged we would need, candles, food and drinks. Nobody ever knew, going in, whether a raid would be over in twenty minutes or would still be going on when the sun came up. They came in waves, that was the cruelty of it. A silence could mean it was finished. It could just as easily mean the next wave was still out over the water, coming on.

      
      The first explosion, when it came, was more felt than heard — a pressure against the chest before it was ever a sound. Dust sifted down from somewhere above us. Then another, closer, and then the bombs came in earnest, on and on, for the best part of an hour, while the shipyards along the Tyne took whatever was being aimed at them. Swan Hunter. Redhead’s. The great yards that had turned our river into one of the most important strips of industrial England left in the country — building warships, building the very things Hitler most wanted gone.

      
      It is unbelievable when you think of the tens of thousands of bombs that were dropped on the shipbuilding industry along the Tyne how the building process never faltered. Repairs had to be done, yes, but it was business as usual. The workers never knew what to expect when they returned to work each day. More than a hundred warships would come off that river before it was over, the aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal, the battleship HMS King George V and the battleship HMS Anson among them.

      
      The Germans knew exactly what they were trying to obliterate. It wasn’t just the River Tyne they were bombing. At the top of our street, Erskine Road, there was a colliery and a railway line going past our flat which delivered the coal to fuel our industries. We were in the middle. Bombs rained down with consistent regularity. There were so many it often seemed that they were just scatter bombing.

      
      Although they never gave up, they failed. But they did not know that yet, and neither did we, and unfortunately there wasn’t a single fighter squadron near enough to make them stop trying. So, we sat in the dark and munched on sweets and we grinned, and we bore it, because there was nothing else on offer and we knew no different.

      
      Three years before any of this — before I existed to remember it — Mam had already reached the end of what she was prepared to endure. She was heavily pregnant. The raids were getting worse, not better
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