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In memory of Gladys and Betty, our original sugar girls




Introduction

For over a century, Love Lane Refinery was an icon of industrial Liverpool. The ‘mother plant’ of Henry Tate’s great sugar empire, the factory occupied a vast 24-acre site about a mile outside the city centre. Its hulking red-brick buildings and giant smoke-spewing chimneys had made it a landmark of the working-class neighbourhood of Vauxhall, sandwiched between the Mersey docks and Scotland Road.

Generations of local children grew up in the shadow of the factory buildings, pinching sugar from the back of Tate & Lyle delivery vans, filling old jam jars with molasses from the tankers, and skinny-dipping in the ‘Scaldies’, the stretch of the Leeds and Liverpool Canal warmed by hot water pumped out of the factory. When they left school, many of them would find their way through the refinery gates, knowing that Tate & Lyle was not only one of the biggest employers in the area, but offered the best wages going.

Henry Tate himself was not a native Liverpudlian. He was born in 1819, the same year as Queen Victoria, almost thirty miles away in a hamlet just outside Chorley. But it was in the thriving port city that he found his adoptive home. At thirteen, Henry was apprenticed to his brother Caleb, a Liverpool grocer, and seven years later he opened a shop of his own in Old Haymarket.

Gradually, the business expanded into a chain stretching from Ormskirk to Birkenhead. But it wasn’t until Henry was nearing forty that, on his wife Jane’s advice, he decided to go into sugar.

At the time, Liverpool was a major player in the sugar trade. Much of the city had been built on sugar money, with all the appalling human misery that entailed. By the time Henry Tate opened his first refinery in 1872, the slave trade had been abolished for more than half a century, but the legacy of this darkly lucrative chapter in Liverpool’s history could be seen in the grand architecture of the city centre.

To begin with, Tate’s new Love Lane Refinery was one of around a dozen in Liverpool. Just across the road was James Fairrie’s rival plant, which, like Tate’s, was famous for its sugar cubes. In fact, the Fairries cubes, much to Henry’s chagrin, were generally considered better than the Tates ones.

It was a boom time for Liverpool, as trade with the United States expanded and an influx of Irish immigrants flocked to the city in search of work. Many found it on the docks which lined the bank of the River Mersey, while others ventured inland to the factories and warehouses sprawling out eastwards. Spices, rum, silk, tobacco – anything you wanted could be found on the bustling waterfront, and any man with strong arms could be sure of a job.

The evocatively named Love Lane had once been a bucolic grassy thoroughfare, running parallel to the river, popular with the city’s most fashionable ladies. By the time Henry Tate laid down foundations for his refinery, though, the romantic monicker was hardly appropriate. In the late nineteenth century, the area was heavy with industry, from the Bancroft & Co. soap factory to Bury, Curtis and Kennedy’s Clarence Foundry.

To begin with, Tate’s new factory stretched between Love Lane and the Leeds and Liverpool Canal, which offered both a means of distribution and water to cool the products of the refining process. Over the years, though, the refinery expanded, swallowing first Carstairs Rice Mills to the east and eventually Fairries to the north as well. In its final form, the vast site was a rough zigzag, divided up by the canal and the busy thoroughfares of Vauxhall Road and Burlington Street.

By this point, Henry Tate was long gone, and his descendants had inherited the company. His grandson Ernest approved the merger with Abram Lyle & Sons in 1921, something Henry would never have approved of. Scottish businessman Abram Lyle, of Golden Syrup fame, had been Tate’s most bitter rival. Down in London, the two men had opened sugar refineries a mile apart and took the same train into work every day, but never once spoke to each other.

Up in Liverpool, meanwhile, Love Lane Refinery went from strength to strength. Throughout both world wars, factory workers kept the home fires burning – and the nation’s tea sweet. With the men away fighting, women took over ‘male’ jobs, manning the presses in the Filtration House, stirring the broiling pans of sugar liquor, and working as apprentice electricians.

When peace returned, they were shunted back into their traditional roles, but the sugar girls, as they became known, remained central to the operations of the factory. In the towering building known as Small Packets, they filled bags of various sizes with every kind of sugar imaginable – granulated, caster, icing, brown, and more – before wrapping them up into giant parcels and stacking them high on pallets. At the old Fairries site, in a department known as the ‘Tinny’, they put together the shiny Golden Syrup tins, while in the Cube Packing building they manned huge vibrating hoppers that jiggled the perfect white blocks into cartons.

Meanwhile, a small army of female workers staffed the factory’s heaving canteens, supplying thousands of hungry workers with hearty quantities of ‘scran’.

By the early sixties, as Tate’s mother plant approached its centenary, the girls were packing more than 500,000 tonnes of sugar every year. Young female school-leavers flocked there in search of jobs, knowing they could make double what their sisters were earning elsewhere.

After handing their housekeeping over to Mam every Thursday, this first generation of ‘teen-agers’ were free to spend their money as they pleased, making the most of a city that, thanks to the Merseybeat, was fast becoming the new home of rock ’n’ roll. Every pub seemed to be filled with young hopefuls looking to follow in the footsteps of the Beatles, the band who had put Liverpool on the map internationally and made its music the coolest in the world.

For the sugar girls, as well as for Liverpool, these were the golden years – when the going was so good you could walk out of one job in the morning and into another the same afternoon. When new clubs were opening every weekend and everyone had a friend who was going to be the Next Big Thing. When a factory girl with money in her pocket could spend it on looking as glam as Cilla.

There had never been a better time or place to be a teenager. And to everyone who lived through it, it felt like it was going to last forever.




Getting Ready

The locker room buzzes with the thrill of a Friday night. Dozens of teenage girls sit on long wooden benches – singing, laughing and pouring shots of Bacardí.

It’s the end of the late shift at Love Lane Refinery, and the sugar girls are ready for a night on the town. Their dresses hang up in the shower room, steaming away the creases from eight hours crumpled inside their lockers.

Above the hum of the radio – the Archies crooning ‘Sugar, Sugar’ – the chatter is like Greatie Market on a Sunday morning.

‘Here, pour us another one.’… ‘Oh, you greedy cow!’… ‘Eh, what are you wearing?’

Sticky dungarees pile up on the floor. Blue-and-white-checked turbans are discarded, revealing mountains of curlers underneath.

‘Oh ’eck, I’ve laddered me tights. Has one of youse got any?’… ‘Who’s brought an eyebrow pencil?’… ‘I need a bit of mazzy.’

Before long, the troop of sweaty factory workers will be transformed into a bevy of beauties. And as ever, the skills of the most fashionable sugar girls are in demand.

‘Ann, will you do me nails for me?’… ‘Here Ann, giz a hand with me eyebrows!’… ‘Ann, can you do me hair like Cilla?’

‘Ann… Ann… Ann…’




CHAPTER 1

Ann Daniels never wanted to be a sugar girl. In fact, it was only thanks to the Beatles that she had ended up at Love Lane in the first place.

Her father Bob had been a stalwart at the factory since before the war, slowly climbing the ladder from casual worker to union top brass. But despite his enthusiasm for all things Tate & Lyle, neither Ann nor her twin sister Margaret had shown any interest in following in his footsteps.

Instead, when they left school aged fifteen in the autumn of 1962, the two sisters had found work at a small clothing manufacturer’s in town. It wasn’t much of a job, but as far as they were concerned it was freedom.

It was Margaret who’d become obsessed with the Beatles, sneaking out in her dinner breaks to watch them play at the nearby Cavern Club. She often got so carried away dancing that she forgot the time, and it was left to Ann to clock her back in so she didn’t get in trouble for being late.

No one who met the two girls would ever have guessed they were twins. Ann had inherited their Irish father’s Celtic looks, with dark curly hair, which she wore up in a bouncy ponytail. Petite and bubbly, Mr Daniels called her his ‘little leprechaun’.

Margaret was like her sister’s photographic negative. She took after their Norwegian mother, with hair so blonde it was almost white, and a quieter, more subdued personality. After six months at the clothing factory – in reality, little more than a sweatshop above a store on Tarleton Street – Margaret was still perfectly content sewing leather trousers all day long. But Ann was already itching to move on.

The girls’ views on music were very different, too. Ann had nothing against the Beatles, but she didn’t think they were anything special – at least, not compared to all the other young rock ’n’ roll bands you could see at practically any pub in town.

Margaret, though, had seen the group play so many times that she was convinced John and Paul had started to recognise her. ‘They nodded at me last time!’ she insisted one Friday, after failing to persuade Ann to join her on her latest trip to the Cavern. As ever, Margaret was determined to spend her dinner break down in the sweaty underground club. ‘I might be a bit late back,’ she told Ann. ‘Can you clock me in for the afternoon?’

Ann nodded, waving Margaret goodbye before spending her own break eating a sandwich and a packet of crisps from the little shop across the road. She returned to work on time, punching first her card and then Margaret’s in the machine. But as Ann was putting the second card back in the rack, she realised that someone was watching her. It was the girls’ supervisor, an imposing German woman with a face that could sink a battleship.

‘This card is your sister’s,’ the woman barked. ‘You’ve just clocked her in!’

‘Oh, have I?’ replied Ann, feigning innocence. ‘I must have picked hers up by mistake.’

The supervisor plucked Ann’s own card out of the rack. ‘And yet yours is clocked too,’ she said triumphantly.

Ann was momentarily lost for words.

‘Get your coat,’ the woman said. ‘You’re sacked.’

‘Well, good!’ Ann retorted. ‘I never liked the job anyway!’

She turned on her heel and marched off, her ponytail bouncing defiantly as she went. Out in the street, she saw Margaret walking towards her. Her forehead was still glistening with sweat from the concert.

‘Here, I just got the sack because of you!’ Ann told her.

‘You what?’ Margaret replied.

Ann told her the sorry tale of the clocking-in cards. When she’d finished, Margaret was incensed. ‘Well, if they’ve sacked you, I’m leaving as well!’ she vowed, and the two sisters headed home together.

Most fathers would have been furious to hear that two of their daughters had lost their jobs on the same day, but not Mr Daniels. ‘Never mind, girls,’ he told them cheerily. ‘Youse can come and work at Tates with me!’

In the end, Margaret managed to dodge their father’s offer, nabbing a job making aeroplane parts at the English Electric factory instead. Ann, though, was left with little choice but to accept.



Thanks to her father’s job at Love Lane, Tate & Lyle had always been a huge part of Ann’s childhood. As well as helping run the union, Mr Daniels was the refinery’s social secretary, organising regular dances and entertainment for the workers, as well as Christmas parties, summer pleasure cruises and all manner of other events. Their doorbell never stopped ringing with Tates workers wanting to buy tickets to the latest shindig or footballers from the London refinery coming to stay the night before a match.

As Tates kids, Ann and her siblings, like all employees’ children, were taken to the pantomime every Christmas at the company’s expense, chaperoned by a handful of sugar girls who doled out chocolates to the kids while their parents snuck off to the pub. In the summer, they would attend the Tate & Lyle fete at Orrell Park – also organised by their dad – where Ann’s tall, blond siblings triumphed in all the children’s races.

One year, they scooped so many prizes that the refinery’s director, Saxon Tate – Henry’s great-great-grandson – came over to protest. ‘I think you’d better leave your kids at home next year, Bob!’ he said. ‘They’re winning everything in their age group.’

‘I’ll put them in the older one next year,’ Bob replied. ‘They can win that too.’

After years of intense labour negotiations, Mr Tate and Mr Daniels had grown not only to respect each another, but to like each other too. Often, they would even go for a drink together after particularly long and difficult meetings. If Bob missed the last bus home, Mr Tate would insist on dropping him back in his car, since the Daniels family lived all the way out in Gillmoss, more than five miles from the factory. In return, Bob always invited Mr Tate in for a bowl of his wife’s finest scouse, and Ann and her sisters would sneak down the stairs to catch a glimpse of their dad’s boss slurping up his stew.

Unlike his children, Mr Daniels wasn’t easily starstruck. He knew that, despite the disparity of wealth, he was as smart as any of the Tates or Lyles. He had missed out on his eleven-plus thanks to a badly timed bout of diphtheria and had always wondered what might have been if he’d been able to take the exam.

Mr Daniels read voraciously, and he encouraged his children to do the same. Every day he came home from the factory clutching the latest edition of the Liverpool Echo and made Ann and her siblings take turns reading it out loud. ‘If there’s any word you don’t understand, just ask,’ he told them.

But one evening, he came to regret this strategy, when his youngest son, Robert, stumbled upon an unfamiliar word. ‘Da,’ he said, ‘what does “in-ter-course” mean?’

‘Go ask your mother,’ Mr Daniels replied hastily.

Ann shot her sisters a look of amusement as little Robert scurried off to the kitchen.

A few moments later he was back. ‘Mam says she’s busy cooking and to ask you,’ he announced.

By this point, the girls were trying hard not to giggle.

Mr Daniels thought for a moment. In all his time in the union, he had never been one to shy away from a tricky conversation. He glanced across the room at the new TV, bought with his winnings from the savings bond syndicate at Tates. ‘Well, lad,’ he began. ‘You know when we watch the horse racing on telly?’

Robert nodded.

‘And you know when they parade the horses round the ring before they go on the racecourse?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, the bit between the ring and the course…’ – he hesitated a moment, before committing to the lie – ‘is called the intercourse.’

By now, Ann and her sisters were on the floor, clutching their sides with laughter.

Little Robert, at least, seemed convinced. ‘Oh,’ he replied. ‘All right, then.’

‘That was a close one,’ Mr Daniels murmured, looking over at his teenage daughters. ‘Anyway, why couldn’t he ask one of youse?’

‘What would we know about it, Da?’ Ann replied innocently.

In fact, at sixteen, Ann had only the most basic understanding of the birds and the bees. Her own romantic experience, with a local lad not much taller than herself called Les, had been limited to a peck on the cheek outside the chippy. Margaret had started dating Les’s brother around the same time, and the two of them were still going strong, but Ann had long since lost interest in her own little boyfriend. One day, after Les showed up to meet her at the clothing factory carrying a large bunch of flowers, she decided he was getting too serious and gave him the boot.

Ann knew how dramatically their mum’s life had changed at the same age, when she had got pregnant with the twins. Her own mother had promptly thrown her out of the house and onto the mercy of Bob, who luckily did the decent thing and married her. Since then, she had been raising one child after another.

Even as a girl, Mrs Daniels had more or less brought up her own younger siblings after her father was killed in the Second World War, leaving her mother the sole breadwinner. She never complained about her lot in life, but Ann saw the toll all that caring had taken on her, always being shackled to the needs of others. She was determined not to follow in her footsteps.



Having a well-connected father may have helped Ann get through the door at Tates, but there was still a formal recruitment procedure to go through. Her interview, at an office in town, went smoothly enough, and at the end of it Ann was told she could start work the following week. But first she would have to submit to a medical examination in the factory surgery, and this was the part she was dreading.

The company’s in-house physician, Dr Fox, was a sworn enemy of her father’s. The two men had locked horns many times over the years, usually when Mr Daniels, in his capacity as a union steward, had tried to get sick employees signed off work. One time, Dr Fox had accused Ann’s father of ‘swinging the lead’ himself, when he had come to the surgery hoping for some advice on a nasty cough. ‘Where’s your humanity?’ Mr Daniels had exploded. ‘You’re supposed to be a doctor!’ Before storming out of the surgery, he had issued a warning: ‘If I hear about you talking to anyone else like this, I’ll be back to smack you in the face!’

Mr Daniels wasn’t the only one at Tate & Lyle who did his best to avoid Dr Fox. Among the factory’s female workforce, the doctor also had a reputation – as a ‘dirty old man’. When Ann arrived for her medical, she began to understand why. ‘Open your blouse,’ the doctor instructed her, standing so close, as he clamped an ice-cold stethoscope to her chest, that Ann could feel him breathing on her. She was sure he was taking the opportunity to get a good look at her breasts.

After measuring her height and weight and checking her eyesight, Dr Fox declared Ann fit for work. But her ordeal wasn’t over yet. Next, she was sent to Tate & Lyle’s dentist, Mr Baker, who informed her that two of her back teeth had cavities. Rather than filling them, he proceeded to yank them out then and there. Not for nothing did the workers at Love Lane refer to him as Baker the Butcher.

When Ann came home an hour later clutching a bleeding, swollen jaw, her father was horrified. ‘What did he do that for?’ he asked her.

‘He said they were no good,’ Ann mumbled, wincing.

‘No good?’ Mr Daniels exclaimed angrily. He knew the calculation Baker would have made: extracting teeth was cheaper for the company than filling them.



Most sugar girls lived near the factory, but for Ann, commuting from Gillmoss meant catching the 44D to Scotland Road and then finishing the journey on foot. To make it in for 8 a.m., she had to get up by half past six.

On the morning of Ann’s first day at the factory, the early start was a shock to the system, but she made it, bleary-eyed, to the bus stop just in time to see the 44D pull up. When she tried to get on board, though, the driver shook his head. ‘Sorry, girl, I’m already chocka from Kirkby,’ he told her. ‘You’ll have to wait for the next one.’

‘That’s not for half an hour!’ Ann protested. ‘I’ve got to be at Tates by eight.’

The driver shrugged. ‘Well, there’s always the dockers’ bus,’ he suggested. ‘Number 36. You can get off at the BA and walk down Voxy.’

The ‘BA’ was the other major employer in the Vauxhall area: British American Tobacco. Located a mile up the road from Tates, the hulking tobacco factory was another huge industrial edifice staffed by large numbers of female school-leavers.

As Ann boarded the Number 36, the BA girls certainly stood out, surrounded as they were by burly, rough-looking dockers. When they disembarked, she followed them, before beginning the long trudge up Vauxhall Road, reaching Love Lane Refinery just before the clock struck eight.

Ann’s father was on the late shift that week so he wasn’t there to meet her, but he made sure one of his friends from the union, an older woman called Kathleen, was on hand to offer a warm welcome. She ushered Ann through the gates of the women’s entrance and straight into a bustling locker room, where she found herself surrounded by sugar packers getting ready for a shift in Small Packets.

Kathleen went to look for some regulation bib and brace dungarees for Ann, but the only pair she could find were far too big for her petite frame. ‘Oh God, you can’t wear those,’ she exclaimed, once Ann had clambered into the oversized uniform. ‘You look like Coco the Clown!’ She turned to the other girls. ‘Here, has anyone got a smaller pair she can borrow?’

Looking around her, Ann noticed all the other girls’ uniforms fitted snugly. They had clearly made extensive alterations, turning the basic industrial garments into something almost sexy. With their checked turbans tied around their heads, the sugar girls looked extremely stylish.

But the request was met with a chorus of ‘Sorry, Kath’ and sympathetic smiles at Ann. No one, it seemed, had a spare outfit they could lend her for the day.

Kathleen thought for a moment. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘we’ll pin one set now and you can take it in by hand tonight. You’ll have to wear the other set today, but never mind – everyone’ll know it’s your first day. Now, who’s got the pins?’

With the skill of an expert seamstress, Kathleen carefully pinned the oversized garment until it fitted Ann tightly all over. Then she told her to take it off and put on the other one, which hung on her like a formless sack.

‘Do you want some lippy?’ Kathleen suggested, trying to sweeten the pill.

Ann longed to say yes, but she knew what her father would say. ‘Me da would kill me for wearing lipstick,’ she said, with a roll of her eyes.

‘Oh, right,’ Kathleen replied. ‘Well, you can leave your bag in your locker. Do you smoke?’

‘No,’ Ann said.

‘We’ll soon sort that out,’ laughed Kathleen. ‘Come on then, girl, follow me!’

Still feeling self-conscious in her oversized uniform, Ann followed Kathleen out of the locker room and into the yard. Although she had grown up with Tate & Lyle in her blood, it was the first time she had actually set foot inside the factory proper. Dr Fox’s surgery, where she had endured her awkward medical examination, had been in the office block by the main entrance on Love Lane. Now, for the first time, she was entering the heart of the giant industrial site, and the experience was quite overwhelming. Huge buildings towered all around her, billowing smoke from their chimneys. Wagons carrying heavy loads of sugar criss-crossed this way and that. Conveyor belts rumbled overhead, and everywhere she looked, men and women were rushing to their stations.

Kathleen led Ann through the yard to a building that stood on the edge of the canal, which ran right through the middle of the factory. Above the door was a sign that read: REPACK.

‘In here, girl,’ Kathleen told her as they stepped inside.

Ann had been expecting a bustling floor filled with heavy machinery, staffed by a crowd of boisterous young girls like she’d seen in the locker room. Instead, she found herself standing in a small room that contained no more than six other girls and not a single machine. The Repack department, Kathleen explained, was responsible for dismantling and sorting broken sugar packets that had fallen off the backs of lorries or been returned by shops. The contents were filtered through a special sieve, before being taken away and repackaged for sale.

The Repack, it turned out, was one of the quietest women’s departments in the refinery and Ann couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. She had been looking forward to a livelier atmosphere than in her previous job at the garment manufacturer’s. Had her father made sure she was kept away from the factory floor?

Nevertheless, her first impression of the Repack girls was a positive one. They looked like a fun bunch, singing away happily as they worked. All of them were incredibly glamorous, with perfect make-up, glittering jewellery and the requisite tight-fitting uniforms. Immediately, she had the sense she was going to enjoy getting to know them.

‘This is Ann,’ Kathleen told them. ‘She’s going to be working with you girls.’

A woman who looked to be in her early fifties stepped forward to introduce herself. Unlike the other girls, she wore a brown wraparound overall, with a thick belt around her waist. Ann guessed she must be in charge.

‘I’m Cissy Bird,’ she told Ann warmly.

‘Our Cissy’s a bit of a Love Lane legend,’ added Kathleen. ‘She was in the warehouses during the war.’

Ann noticed that one of the supervisor’s sleeves hung loose and empty where an arm should have been.

After Kathleen had excused herself, Cissy introduced Ann to the other girls in the department. There was chargehand Brenda Fulton, a stylish woman in her mid-twenties who was number two in the chain of command; Bretta Barrington, a glamorous eighteen-year-old with wavy black hair; and a trio of younger teenagers like herself: Mary Bogle, Grace Gardiner and Cathy Dunne.

‘Right, you can go on the sieve with Mary,’ Cissy said, leading Ann over to a large round mesh suspended over a hessian sack that was resting on the floor. Nearby were several pallet boards piled up with broken sugar bags. Ann watched as Mary grabbed a couple of bags at a time, emptied their contents into the sieve and then jiggled it until the grains of sugar filtered down into the sack below. Then she threw the empty bags into a pile on the floor and repeated the process until the sack was filled with sugar.

‘These go over here,’ Mary explained, hauling the bulging hessian sack onto a trolley and dragging it over to the side of the room. ‘One of the boys’ll come and get it later.’

Ann helped Mary secure a new sack under the sieve and then joined her in pouring the contents of the ripped and battered sugar bags into it. While they worked, she got to know her new colleague a little better. Like her, Mary was sixteen years old, but unlike Ann, she was already coupled up, and couldn’t wait to settle down and start a family. ‘I’m saving up for a white wedding when I turn twenty-one,’ she said, flashing a little diamond ring.

‘Oh, that’s nice,’ replied Ann, doing her best to sound impressed.

At lunchtime, the Repack girls all sat together in the canteen. Here, Ann discovered that Mary wasn’t the only one sporting an engagement ring. Seventeen-year-old Cathy Dunne was also engaged, while the department’s chargehand, Brenda Fulton, was already married. The one-armed Cissy Bird, like most supervisors at Love Lane, was ‘married to the job’.

Only Grace Gardiner and the glamorous Bretta Barrington were still single. Ann knew that Tate & Lyle had a reputation as a hotbed of romance – hardly surprising in an environment where thousands of young men and women worked together. With her dark, exotic looks – inherited from her Spanish mother – Bretta had already dated several boys from the factory, who she’d met at the dances held three times a year for Love Lane’s young apprentices. But none of these romances had developed into anything serious. Grace, meanwhile, was a determined singleton, at least for the foreseeable future.

Returning to work that afternoon, Ann was beginning to feel more positive about her new job. The Repack might not be the most exciting department in the factory, but the girls there had already made her feel like one of the gang.

It didn’t take long, however, for Ann to be reminded why she had resisted taking a job at Love Lane to begin with. Soon after 2 p.m., the door to the Repack swung open and in marched her father Bob. He was dressed in his usual smart brown suit and carrying a clipboard.

Ann did her best to focus on her work while her father paced around the room, looking like a poultry inspector grading chickens. When he came within range, she hissed, ‘Da, what are you doing here?’

Mr Daniels brought a finger up to his lips. ‘Supervising,’ he whispered. He turned the clipboard around to show Ann the blank piece of paper attached to it. ‘When I carry one of these, no one asks any questions,’ he said, with a wink.

Ann could feel the other girls staring.

‘How’s it going down here, girl?’ her father asked her.

‘Fine!’ Ann replied, trying to hide her embarrassment.

‘I knew you’d like it!’ Mr Daniels told her cheerfully. Then he frowned. ‘You know, you might want to take that in a bit, love,’ he said, gesturing at her oversized uniform.

‘Thanks,’ replied Ann tersely.

‘Right then!’ Mr Daniels exclaimed, tapping his clipboard with his pen. He gave a quick nod to Cissy Bird, before marching purposefully out of the room.

When Ann arrived home that evening, exhausted from her first day at the factory, she turned her attention to her uniform. What she would have given now to have her old Singer sewing machine from the clothing factory. All she had in her bedroom was a needle and thread, and the task of taking in her voluminous nylon dungarees by hand was a daunting one. Still, she had no intention of spending a second day looking like Coco the Clown.

Ann stitched away all evening, barely even stopping for her tea. By the time her head finally hit the pillow she had two perfectly tailored outfits, ready for another early start the next day. The seams inside were now so huge that she had to wear tights underneath to stop them rubbing, and she had almost burned a hole in the fabric trying to get out all the creases, but when she reached the factory and hurriedly changed into her new outfit, she was reassured that all the effort had been worth it. Everyone in the Repack nodded approvingly at the sight of Ann’s trim new threads.

‘You look gorgeous, queen,’ said Bretta Barrington. Coming from the most glamorous girl in the department, that was quite a compliment.



Throughout her first week as a sugar girl, Ann got to know the Repack inside out. She met the lads who came to take the sacks of salvaged sugar away to be remelted elsewhere in the factory. She followed the ripped bags upstairs to the press room, watching in awe as they were fed into a machine and then spewed out again in giant bales, ready for recycling. And she grew closer to the other girls in the department, too, in particular the young singletons Bretta and Grace.

None of them ever seemed bothered by the fact that Ann’s father was a well-known figure at the factory. In any case, her situation was far from unique. Tate & Lyle was a ‘family firm’ in more ways than one. Many of Henry Tate’s and Abram Lyle’s descendants still held senior roles in the company, with no fewer than nine Tates and Lyles represented on the board of directors. But on the factory floor, too, it was common to find multiple generations of the same local families working side by side.

In fact, in the women’s departments, siblings often toiled together, from the three King girls in Small Packets to the four Woozie sisters over the road at the old Fairries building, where the cartons of sugar cubes were filled. But at times, such a close-knit working community could be an occupational hazard, since a row between two individuals could easily spill over into a family feud. New recruits were warned never to complain about one co-worker to another unless they were 100 per cent sure they weren’t related.

All in all, Ann’s first week at Tate & Lyle had been a successful one, and by the time Friday evening came around she was ready to celebrate. Fortunately, there was still one Repack tradition that she had not yet been introduced to: Friday-night drinks at the Crystal Club.

Built the previous year on the site of the old Burlington Cinema, the company’s social club had rapidly become a highlight of the Love Lane experience. With its modern, brightly patterned wallpaper and geometric carpets, it had been completed at a cost to Tates of almost £25,000. In addition to a well-stocked – and heavily subsidised – bar, the club offered facilities including billiards, snooker, darts and table tennis, as well as a weekly programme of live entertainment. Tate & Lyle had even received special dispensation from the council for their liquor licence to be extended by half an hour to 10.30 p.m., so that workers on the late shift could squeeze in a quick drink or two before heading home.

The Crystal Club was also the hub for Tate & Lyle’s many sporting societies, and Ann was impressed to see a dazzling array of silverware proudly displayed behind the bar. Some trophies were from competitions held among the factory’s own workforce, while others represented triumphs over local rivals at events such as the Orrell Cup, played annually against the first eleven from Bibby’s oil and soap factory.

For young Liverpudlians, football was as big a part of daily life as the city’s growing music scene. Whenever the two great teams, Liverpool and Everton, played against each other in the Merseyside derby, visitors would find every square inch of the factory bedecked with a mixture of red and blue bunting.

From her first visit, Ann was entranced by the buzzing atmosphere at the club and had soon signed up for her own membership card, joining more than a thousand Love Lane employees who had come to see the new establishment as a home away from home. Every Friday night, Ann, Bretta and Grace would head over for a dance, a flirt and sometimes even a snog with one of the apprentices.

Now and then a boy would offer to accompany Ann home, although they tended to blanch when she told them she lived all the way out in Gillmoss. There wasn’t much scope for canoodling on the front step, either. As soon as he heard the creak of the gate, Ann’s father would appear at the door. ‘Right, piss off you!’ he’d yell at the latest terrified young man, ushering her inside with a disapproving ‘What time do you call this?’

It was rare that one of Ann’s admirers returned for a second date. Eventually, though, she met a young man who wasn’t so easily put off. The lad in question was an apprentice from one of Tate & Lyle’s factories in the East End of London. He had come up to Liverpool for a snooker competition taking place at the Crystal Club and was planning to stick around for the weekend to see the city. On Friday evening, Ann and her friends were in the games room, supporting the Love Lane players against their cockney visitors. But after the final ball of the evening was sunk, she found her allegiances wavering. And judging from the eyes the young Londoner was making at her, the feeling was mutual.

After chatting together for the rest of the evening, Ann agreed to meet her new admirer again the following day for a trip across the Mersey to New Brighton. But the next morning she was barely halfway out of the door when she heard her father bellow, ‘Get back here, girl. You’re not going out in that!’

Ann stopped in her tracks, steeling herself for the inevitable confrontation. The garment in question was a skirt she had recently purchased from a tailor all the sugar girls went to in Great Homer Street Market, and it showed off her legs to perfection.

‘It’s called a miniskirt, Bob!’ Ann’s mother chimed in. ‘That’s what they’re all wearing these days.’

Mr Daniels scoffed. ‘That’s not a skirt,’ he protested. ‘It’s a belt!’ But faced with a united front from two of the strong-willed women in his family, he reluctantly backed down.

Fortunately, Ann’s new beau was a lot more impressed with her outfit, at least if the smile on his face when he saw her was anything to go by. After a day of sightseeing, they spent the evening touring some of the city’s best pubs for live music, catching sets by a number of up-and-coming local acts. ‘’Ere, this lot are great,’ the young man exclaimed after one particularly lively gig. ‘What are they called again?’

‘Gerry and the Pacemakers,’ Ann told him. ‘And that other band we saw are The Searchers.’

‘They’re all brilliant, ain’t they?’ the cockney lad enthused. The Merseybeat, as the city’s burgeoning music scene was known, had yet to make its name outside Liverpool.

The following day, Ann invited him round for a Sunday roast, so he could meet her parents. The meal went well, and when they had finished eating, Mr Daniels took the lad out to the pub for a man-to-man chat.

That evening, having promised to write, Ann said goodbye to her new boyfriend. Then she braced herself to hear her father’s verdict.

‘Well, he’s a nice lad,’ Mr Daniels conceded. ‘But he could never live in Liverpool. He’s too soft!’

‘He’s not posh or nothing, Da,’ Ann retorted. ‘He’s a cockney!’

‘Yeah, but he’d never live here, girl. If you carry on the way you’re going, mark my words, you’ll end up down in London. Much better to marry one of your own.’

‘Who said anything about marrying him?’ Ann exclaimed. She still had no intention of settling down – or of settling, full stop.

Over the next few months, Ann wrote to the young man as promised, and he came back to visit several times. But before long, it began to feel too much like hard work, and one day she wrote to tell him it was over. She just wasn’t interested in committing to a long-distance relationship.



Back at the Repack, the glamorous Bretta Barrington had found a boyfriend much closer to home – one of the lads who took the sacks of reclaimed sugar away from the department. John Delaney was a handsome James Dean lookalike, with a quiff, drainpipe trousers and a shiny leather jacket. Bretta had started taking a longer route to the canteen every day so that she could stop and flirt with him along the way. Before long they were going steady, and Ann was sure it was only a matter of time before her friend came into work sporting an engagement ring.

Meanwhile, another of Ann’s colleagues had found marital life wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. The department’s young chargehand, Brenda Fulton, was divorcing her husband, and far from letting it get her down, she had decided it was the perfect opportunity to start a new life – in America.

When the day of Brenda’s departure arrived, Ann joined the rest of the Repack girls for a tearful farewell at the Pier Head. Together, they watched their former colleague board the giant steam liner that would take her to the States, and cheerfully waved her off on her voyage.

As she watched the huge vessel slowly disappear down the Mersey, Ann couldn’t help feeling a bit envious of her friend’s big adventure.



As a major port city, Liverpool had always been closely linked to New York. Local lads with a lust for travel could take jobs on board ships, crossing back and forth across the Atlantic and always bringing back the latest records and magazines with them. For girls, meanwhile, a number of agencies offered au pair work in the United States and Canada. Most young women stayed only a year or two, before returning to Liverpool to settle down.

Others remained for good, putting down roots far from home. One brave sugar girl, Audrey Peacock, quit her job in Small Packets to marry her American boyfriend Carl, who was stationed at the US Army base in Burtonwood. When he was transferred to Louisiana, Audrey followed him, swapping the Mersey for the Mighty Mississippi. She never quite adapted to the oppressive, sweaty climate, the eerie Spanish moss hanging from the trees, or the cockroaches that crunched underfoot every time she left the house – and she had no desire to ‘SEE THE WORLD’S BIGGEST GATOR’ as a sign in their small town suggested – but she never regretted her decision.

Itchy-footed as Ann was by nature, she knew a voyage across the Atlantic was out of the question. At seventeen, she would need her parents’ permission to travel, and her father would never allow it. She did, however, manage to strike out in a more modest way, finally getting herself a job in the factory proper.

The Print Room was where Tate & Lyle’s iconic blue-and-white sugar bags were printed. Not only was the work there more exciting, but it paid almost double what Ann was currently earning. With her transfer secured, Ann bid her Repack friends farewell and eagerly joined the other women there on the giant printing machines.

She had barely started in her new job, however, when a familiar figure appeared in the doorway, clipboard in hand.

By now, Ann had grown used to her father’s impromptu visits, embarrassing as they were. This time, though, he didn’t look in the mood for a chat.

‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded. ‘You have to be eighteen to operate these machines! This transfer should never have been authorised.’

‘Dad!’ Ann cried. She couldn’t believe it. She was used to her father sticking his oar in, but what did he care which department she was working in?

‘Union rules,’ he told her. ‘I’m sorry, love, but you’re going to have to go back to the Repack.’

Mr Daniels had played his trump card. Everyone at Love Lane knew the one thing you never did was take on the union.

Ann sighed, but she knew there was nothing to be done. Reluctantly, she sloped back to her old department.




CHAPTER 2

While Ann Daniels was busy in the Repack, another recent school-leaver, Pauline Connolly, was learning the ropes at Tates’ Number One Canteen, the newest of four cafeterias that served the refinery.

Unlike Ann, Pauline was a local girl, having grown up in Blackstock Gardens, one of the large tenement blocks that had sprung up in the area during the interwar years. At the time, they had been hailed as a truly modern way of housing the working poor, with rows of adjoining flats – each with its own indoor bathroom – stacked five storeys high around a central courtyard, where children could play safely away from the roads. Thirty years on, the giant blocks had become a familiar feature of working-class Liverpool, and at Love Lane, the generations of boys and girls who had grown up in them now made up a hefty chunk of the workforce.

Of all the tenement blocks, Blackstock Gardens was perhaps the most famous – or notorious, having been the site of the worst civilian tragedy in Liverpool’s wartime history. In December 1940, around two hundred people lost their lives when the air-raid shelter in the main courtyard was destroyed by a German bomb. So appalling was the loss of life that newspapers were banned from reporting the full extent of the tragedy, but in Liverpool ‘Blackstock Gardens’ soon became a byword for the horror and misery of the Blitz.

By the time Pauline was growing up in the 1950s, the remaining wartime shelters had become a playground for the tenement kids. She loved sneaking down from the Connollys’ flat on the first-floor landing to explore the shelter that still stood in the smaller of the block’s two squares, as long as her strict stepfather wasn’t watching. The eldest of nine children, and the only one who wasn’t Mr Connolly’s own flesh and blood, Pauline couldn’t help feeling that he was harder on her than on the others.

In the family’s three-bedroom flat, Pauline shared a bed with her younger sisters Marie and Shirley, while her brothers crammed into the room next door. With each new baby that was added to the brood, the beds grew increasingly crowded, but at least all those extra bodies provided some warmth during cold winter nights. There were no fireplaces in the bedrooms, and the air was often so cold that you could see your own breath.

The Gardens were like their own self-contained village. Everyone knew everyone else, and no one’s business was private. Each tenement block had its matriarch, a formidable local woman who kept the residents in check, and at Blackstock Gardens that role was taken by Pauline’s gran, who lived in a flat on the fifth-floor landing. To the tenement kids, she was the ultimate authority. If one of them teased Dennis, the mixed-race lad in the next block, or said unkind things about Mrs Sweetman, Blackstock’s resident alcoholic, who had a habit of chucking her empty bottles down
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