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For Ruth, Jesse and Joseph


A Note About the Cover image

The cover image is taken from the painting Terminus by Peter Owen-Jones. Peter was born in the Peak District village of Bradwell in 1933, but moved to Sheffield where he studied a Diploma in Art and Illustration at Sheffield College of Art. He became Head of Art at King Edward VII School in the city, retiring at the age of 57 to devote his time to painting. Most of his works are in private ownership — sold at exhibitions or as commissions, including from British Rail and the Science Museum. He died in 1993 at the age of just 60.

More of Peter’s work can be seen, and prints purchased at: http://www.peterowenjones.co.uk 


Foreword

How far should we peer into the well of our own lives? That is the question I need to ask myself as I embark upon this sequel-of-sorts to my recent memoir, Headlong into Pennilessness. The first nineteen years of my life as described in that book, growing up as I did in the north-east end of Sheffield, were an age of relative innocence. In part, I was spoon-fed the truth by authorities greater than myself — my mother, my grandfather, my school, the Methodist Church to which I briefly pledged allegiance. I have written of that small terraced house in Fir Vale, north-east Sheffield where I grew up, with a tenderness bordering on innocence, if not naivety. There was a drabness, a smallness about life in that suburb of Sheffield in the 1950s, but it was the only life that I knew, and consequently it was fundamentally marvellous to the awakening senses of a small, world-ignorant child as only a young and relatively protected life can be marvellous.

I did not grow up in prosperity, but nor did I suffer poverty. There was always food on the table. There were always abundant gifts in the pillowcase on Christmas morning. There were always the fizzes and the shrieks of fireworks on Guy Fawkes Night. There was always the promise of that week at Mrs Ansell’s boarding house in Blackpool, with its variety shows, its eating of fish and chips in the open air, its slot machines at the Olympia, and its sticks of rock from one of the shops on the Promenade to suck on or chomp at when they were unwrapped from their crackly cellophane…

And then there were books, and everything that books seemed to promise. In a time before regular transatlantic flights, books allowed you to take wing to imaginative elsewheres, to see, vividly, without necessarily being present in front of what you were seeing. The lure of the small, black-and-white television screen, with its regular, irritating zizz of visual interference, was as nothing beside the ever thickening and entirely uninterrupted appeal of books.

That was my world. And yet, I recognise now, that book was only a part of what I needed to say about the places and the people that I had lived amongst in those years. I discovered that simple fact when my nephew, the publisher of Headlong Into Pennilessness, asked me to think about a theme for a newspaper feature that might be published to coincide with a reading that I was due to give at Sheffield’s annual Off the Shelf Festival. That event would be taking place at Firth Park Library, close to where I was born and went to school. That had been my library as a child and a growing man. I then quickly discovered that this was not quite the case. I was perjuring myself.

The library that I had known as Firth Park Library, the one that once huddled in beside the clock tower and the boating pond at the bottom end of the park, with its own turning circle for carriages in 1937, the year of its inauguration, had closed long ago. The new Firth Park Library — not so new by now — was in a different place altogether. It occupied a building formerly used by the Cooperative Society, at the top end of Firth Park. That is where my event would take place. When I discovered that fact, I experienced, all of a sudden, an acute sense of loss, and even a momentary and wholly irrational twinge of betrayal. The place that I knew and faithfully frequented in the 1950s and 1960s was no more.

I immediately suggested to Neil that I write some words about the old Firth Park Library, one of the local places that had nurtured me. This was a topic which I had not touched on in my memoir. After I had finished that piece, I began to discover that there were more and yet more places and people and incidents and objects in my early life that were perhaps worth rescuing from oblivion too. A new book would thicken out the story of my life, and also help to give a wider perspective upon this great city that I had grown up in. And, gradually, little by little, this book came into being.

There are many searching questions that arise during the writing of a book such as this one. To write of one’s own life is, in the opinion of its author, to conjure up a world of near tedious familiarity. One knows one’s own life too well. One has been too well versed in it for far too long. There are no particular surprises, no unanticipated climaxes or fearful disappointments. Everything that happened in it has already happened — to you.

And yet as soon as a book is published — as I discovered with Headlong into Pennilessness — quite different perspectives upon your own life hove into view. From the point of view of a man born in the South African veldt, for example, my early life was quite extraordinarily strange, if not exotic. The novelist Christopher Isherwood once told a story about his yearning, from a very early age, to visit the Equator. Could there be anything more wonderful than to stand at the very place where the world divides into two, the Northern Hemisphere above and the Southern Hemisphere below? Years later, as a grown man, he went there, and subsequently wrote about that experience in a book called The Condor and the Cows. The native equatorians were bewildered by his curiosity. Why ever would you want to come here of all places? they said to him. They would have preferred to see the marvels of London, New York — or perhaps Sheffield. Everyone’s ordinariness is someone else’s extraordinariness. In short, it is everything that they have not been and not lived through.

Here, spread out for your interest, like a scattering of cupcakes on a floral platter set on a rackety table in the old refreshment rooms of Firth Park Library, are some of the nooks and crannies of Sheffield that I first experienced, as child and growing man, many years ago.
 




At the Junction of Coningsby Road and Blyde Road, Fir Vale, Sheffield 5, 1965
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This is the place where it all began for me: Coningsby Road, Fir Vale, Sheffield 5. It looks like any other nondescript northern street of late nineteenth-century, red-brick terraced housing, with a smearing of grey sky overhead, built for workers in the local steel industry. It never felt nondescript to me though. With its gennels leading, rather secretively, into individual asphalted back yards, each one shared by several families, and divided from its neighbour’s by an almost (but not quite)-too-high-to-climb brick wall, it was everything I could ever have known and wished for in those days. Does that represent a poverty of ambition? Tell that to a child.

Just look at the condition of the road at this end! The tarmac has worn away to such a extent that you can see back to the original cobbles. And there were so few cars back then! In fact, that street was almost the private property of shouting and gostering kids — which meant ginger-haired Enid from the next yard, Clive Hacon from the beer-off on the corner, and me, for the most part. It was all about playing out in those days — running, tig, hopscotch; whooshing along on rackety bikes or scooters, or just lounging around against a low brick wall until it got dark enough to be called indoors for tea. I used to belt a football against that big gable end wall of the terrace on the left, as hard and as high as it would go. It never once bounced back so hard that it smashed a window. Say I. It broke some sweat though.

One of the best days I ever had in that street involved a miraculous discovery. I must have been about ten at the time. It happened just on the left of the picture, on that corner where a third car seems to be gently nosing its way out of the top end of Blyde Road. I can remember the spot to this day, just outside somebody’s front door… I suddenly spotted a ten-pound note on the ground. It was a bit scruffy and crumpled, but it was still a ten pound note all right. I looked around, a bit furtively — there wasn’t a soul in sight. I half-thought about knocking on that door, then thought better of it. Then I put it in my pocket, fast, and walked swoonily back up our gennel in a dream of riches. If I hadn’t been so red in the face with excitement, I reckon that I wouldn’t have had to own up to it to my mother.

In short, Coningsby Road was a perfectly marvellous place to grow up.

So marvellous, in fact, that, as you have already seen for yourself, at the head of this chapter, someone even thought to photograph it, as if it were a pin up on Blackpool Beach, in all its drab, day-to-day ingloriousness, about ten years before it was demolished to make way for a mad-cap scheme of road-widening that never in fact happened. The vision ran out. Or, more likely, the money ran out. Or got diverted in the direction of something a bit more pressing.

For years after that, Coningsby Road was nothing more than a sad strew of building rubble. All the people who had once lived there had been sent their separate ways. My mother Dorothy took her grumblings, her rancorousness and her suspicions off with her to a new life in Totley, where she lived for another nigh on thirty years, neither more nor less happy than she had been in Fir Vale. Well, perhaps a bit less happy at times because she didn’t know enough people to complain about.

Is it by any chance likely that I was the one who photographed this scene, using my mother’s old Brownie Bakelite camera? The one that we always kept in its brown cloth case (with neat brown plastic piping round the edges), all buttoned down with a press stud for safe keeping, in a very particular drawer in the tallboy that lived in Nanny and Papa’s front bedroom overlooking the street? That bedroom would be the one just above the car with the L plate attached with wire to its front bumper. You can see for yourself how neatly it’s tucked in beside the causey, directly outside our front door, which would have been flushed with plywood by my grandfather Harold by then, and painted maroon to look as modern as 1965 felt.

Sadly, I didn’t take it — as that would have made tracing the copyright holder easier than it proved to be. It was in fact taken by Harry Ainscough (www.copperbeechstudios.co.uk)

I would have been sixteen when this picture of Coningsby Road was taken. Actually, you can nearly see two streets here, one at right angles to the other, fitted in to each other just like a T-square, if you look carefully. See that gas lamp on the left? That’s where the top of Blyde Road began, which ran down to Fir Vale Bottom and the shops. That green, cast-iron gas lamp with the flaky paint you can just about glimpse on the street corner was always very good for gripping on to, one arm outstretched, and racing round and round and round in a circle, going faster and faster and faster, until, when you let go, you felt as giddy and staggery giggly-happy as any drunk that ever rolled out of the Cannon Hall on a Saturday night on the arm of his missus, herself a bit tiddly on titchy bottles of Babycham, the drink for ladies who had to keep one eye out for respectability.
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Pat, Haydn and the barrelly quiff
 

Is that car really my sister’s boyfriend’s second-hand Ford Anglia though? I believe it is. You could never keep him away from our house in Fir Vale when they were first courting. It’s him again, my mother used to say, face set in stone. She never much wanted him in our house. She’d never let them be alone. She’d always stay up till all hours, keeping guard, frowning at the clock on the mantelpiece, feeling disgusted just to think what they might or might not be getting up to, and waiting and waiting for them to come in from all that canoodling in the gennel, all smiles, all shivers, when they did eventually turn up. Then she’d give them that look of hers. It were just like thunder.

I loved seeing him though, Haydn, Pat’s lad, the way he stood in front of our kitchen mirror, working away with that black plastic comb of his on his big, barrelly quiff, so black and so glossy, with his knees flexed, leaning back, getting it just right. Then, oh so carefully, position his cap on the back of his head so that it wouldn’t get squashed. He were quite a looker was Haydn. Even Dorothy had to admit that, Attercliffe or no Attercliffe, common as muck or not.
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Michael with the family Brownie on Holiday in Blackpool, c.1964
 

It was the only camera that we ever owned, that Brownie, and we used to take it with us on our week’s summer holiday by coach to Mrs Ansell’s Boarding House in Blackpool in August, regular as clockwork, just in case anybody felt like depressing the black shutter on a proud family group in holiday mood — five of us in all, comprising me, my mother Dorothy, older sister Pat, and nanny and papa (my grandparents) — all kitted out in their best clothes, driving their legs along that blustery, rain-spitting Promenade, eating battered fish and crozzly chips to their hearts’ content.

It was a great street for playing out in, Coningsby Road, in those days because there were so few cars. Even in this picture there are only two. Hardly anybody had cars in those days. You could ride your bikes end to end hell for leather, never bothering your head over traffic. The only traffic I remember were the coal lorry, the horse-drawn gypsy carts — you could exchange old clothes for pegs and balloons — and the big men in their leather aprons who used to deliver wooden barrels of beer to the beer-off, rolling them down our gennel, and then suddenly twirling them round on their ends as if they were light as spinning tops, before sending them down the wooden chute into the beer-off’s cellar. Loads of people had tellies by then though! Just look at that bristle of aerials beside the chimney tops…

Yes, fifteen years old I would have been — or thereabouts — when I posed with that Brownie. I’d already made the great change from primary to secondary school, which in my case had meant getting used to wearing a maroon blazer and a snug fitting maroon cap, and taking myself off up Barnsley Road, preferably on my newish Sun Soleil d’Or bike — what a sweat of a steep hill that was! — to Firth Park Grammar School. That bike had cost ten pounds, which meant several of the best Christmases you’d ever have all rolled up into one. She might have been kidding though. Fingers crossed.
 

Everything that Happens in Our Back Yard at Coningsby Road
 

Rent man comes by wi’ his pencil and book

From John Smith the Brewers

To note down payments.

Papa ’ands it ovver at t’ door.

No smilin’.
 

Coal man bustles down t’ yard

Wi’ his face all black,

In his cap, ’eavin a sack,

Flashin’ his white teeth at mum.

She smiles back, sharpish.
 

When gypsy cart stops in t’ street

For owd clothes,

We get pegs in exchange. 

They’re good for ends of noses —

And for peggin’ ont’ t’ washing line

Strung across back yard

Me sister’s saggy blue knickers.
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The Demolition of 45 Coningsby Road
 

The long, slow defiance of cold bedrooms.

The perfect plausibility of stairs.

The pent embarrassment of shuttered closets.

The waiting and the waiting of a chair.
 

The unexpected heartache of small windows.

The pleasurable fever of the leaf.

The nasty little promise of a knife’s edge.

The consequence of air, whirled into grief.
 

The nature, lackadaisical, of scissors.

One hot, remembered corner, all my life…

The coming and the going and the coming.

The filling and the emptying. The blight.
 

The tearing down of walls. The strokes of hammers.

The fissuring of glass. The shapes of mouths.

A sledge’s dirty burial, with ashes.

The gradual retreat. The candle out.
 

The Gas Lamp at the Top of Blyde Road
 

When the gas lamp comes on,

we'll be out there again,

making the usual racket —

hoola hoops, tag, hopscotch,

riding our Christmas bikes.

There will be no stopping us,

will there, tonight?
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Loving Pen Knives
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Pen knives were everywhere in Coningsby Road, local-made Sheffield knives, in the wooden cutlery drawer, or on shelves, minding their own business, or deep in men’s trouser pockets, mixed in with the coppers. You used to look out for the name of the maker in tiny writing at the flattened end of the blade, just where it met the hinge. Wingfield Rowbotham of Tenter Street. Witners. No man or boy went out without a pen knife in his pocket. Knives were in the blood. 

I used to watch my grandfather Harold sharpening the carving knife on a steel, stropping it on one side of the blade and then the other, turning it over quick as a flash, fencing with himself, at Saturday dinner times, with Workers Playtime blaring out on the radio in the kitchen, just before the joint of beef was whipped out of the range, all a pother of steam, with its lovely, black crozzly outside bits, and the gravy got poured in a long, thick, slow stream of brown, into the gravy boat. No knife’s worth its salt, he used to say, without a good, keen edge, and you could only test for that by sliding the ball of your thumb down it from top to bottom. That’s what he did, sometimes drawing a bit of blood. And that’s why he sometimes ate his Saturday dinner laughing, with a hankie knotted round his thumb, besmirched with a bit of blood.
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