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Introduction

Joseph Garner was my grandfather. His great-grandfather Joseph was a Little Master, as was that Joseph’s son William. They worked in a room at the end of the house, a room that even in my childhood was still called ‘Uncle’s’.

They were self-employed handloom weavers, and sold their woven lengths to Big Masters at Macclesfield and Stockport markets every week, walking both ways, and carrying back the next batch of raw thread to the loom.

Handloom weaving produced snippets of cloth which the weaver kept for his own use. These oddments were known as ‘powsels and thrums’; and Joseph’s and William’s families would have been clad with the bits that skill had brought together to make something whole and new.

As with weaving, so with writing.

A lifetime of working with a pen produces pieces of thought, the powsels and thrums of research and experience and imagination and story, that stand alone but, because they are the product of the same loom, carry a common thread that can be shaped into something more than its parts.

And that is what is offered here.



 

 

 

 

Come here, lad, and I’ll tell thee a tale.

I’ll tell thee a tale about a weasel and a snail,

A monkey and a merry abbot,

Seven good sons for winding.
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Damper Latham

Grandad was a triple smith; white, black and lock. His best friend was Damper Latham, a living-in servant at Croston Towers, one of the big houses up Woodbrook Road on the Back Hill. One night, on Damper’s evening off, they were drinking together in The Trafford Arms; and when it was last orders and closing time Damper said to Grandad, ‘I’m feeling poorly, Joe. Will you see us home?’

‘I will, Damper,’ said Grandad. And they set off to the hill.

When they reached Croston Towers the house was shut up and the lights were out.

‘What must I do, Joe?’ said Damper. ‘It’s more than me job’s worth to be found like this. I’ll get the sack.’

‘Don’t thee fret, Damper,’ said Grandad. ‘I’ll see thee right.’ And they went round the house to look for a way in. But the doors and windows were locked.

‘Here we are, Damper,’ said Grandad. ‘This’ll do nicely.’ He had found the grid to the coal cellar, and he lifted it off, sat Damper on the edge of the chute and pushed. Damper disappeared and there was a clatter as he landed on the coals below.

‘Is all well, Damper?’ said Grandad.

‘I think so, Joe,’ said Damper in the dark.

‘Then I must bid thee goodnight, Damper,’ said Grandad, and he put the grid back on.

‘Joe?’

‘Yes, Damper?’	

‘Cellar’s locked.’

‘Then I can’t help thee, Damper. I must bid thee goodnight.’

Grandad went to the front door of the house, took his skeleton keys out of his pocket, picked the lock, felt his way down to the cellar, picked that lock and let Damper out.

‘Give us a hand to get upstairs, Joe,’ said Damper. ‘I’m not fit.’

‘I’ll not, Damper,’ said Grandad. ‘It wouldn’t do for the likes of me to be found in a place such as this. I must bid thee goodnight.’ And he left Damper in the coal hole, went out by the front door, locked it behind him, and down through the wood to his bed.

I have the keys.
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Hephaestus

Hephaestus was the many-skilled lamed god of smiths and fire. Grandad was not lame, though he did have hammer toes (‘And what else should I have?’ he used to say. ‘I’m a smith!’), but he had many skills – not least on the E-flat cornet, which he played in The Hough Temperance Silver Band, founded by his own grandad, a reputed master of the ophicleide, which played at The Hough Chapel on Sundays and then, as The Hough Fizzers, busked around the farms for beer money during the week.

Whenever I saw Grandad in the village wearing a flower in his buttonhole, a bowler hat, and a winged collar, I knew I mustn’t speak to him, because he was working.

As well as being a smith and a musician, Grandad was a bookie’s runner. He worked the east side of the main street. Glyn Ridgeway worked the other side, and was often in trouble with the police, but Grandad was never caught. He had a photographic memory and wrote nothing down. He took bets as he passed by, not pausing even to speak. This ability had come to him, my father said, after he had been kicked on the head by a horse he was shoeing.

Grandad remembered having used fifteen tons of iron to make thirty-three thousand six hundred shoes for eight thousand four hundred horses during the First World War.

And he shoed me once.

He had a set of lettered metal punches for stamping the names of farmers on milk churns. ‘I must have come near on writing a book with these,’ he said. At the start of the Second World War all schoolchildren had to have their names on every item of clothing, for identification in case of an air raid. I went with Grandad to his forge to have my clogs stamped. He stood back to back with me and lifted my foot and held it between his legs, as if I were a horse, took the punches and tapped the letters into the alderwood sole of the clog. He knew how to hit to make a clean mark. When I tried, all I did was dent the wood.

Grandad used his memory as a hobby, too.

In the days when The London General Omnibus Company issued timetables, Grandad subscribed to them and learnt the routes and their schedules. He went to London only once, but Grandma said it was like having her own private limousine, because Joe knew how all the buses were running and they saw London without having to wait for anything.

He was also knowledgeable from boyhood about the village sewers.

His grandad was a stone-cutter and had made and laid the drains leading from the houses to the main sewer. When they were finished, he tied a rope round the boy and sent him to crawl through to check that they were clear. ‘If the youth can get through, then shit will,’ he said.

When, more than half a century later, trouble developed with the sewage flow, and the drains frequently backed up, the Council discovered that there were no surviving plans for their layout; but Inky Gesink told the Council Surveyor, Charlie Watkins, that Joe Garner knew how they ran. ‘What can a smith teach me about drains?’ said Charlie Watkins.

Grandad sat at his forge and said nothing.



 

 

 

 

Eh dear, whatever do they learn thee?
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‘Dare to be Wise’

‘Please, sir, who’s Aude?’

‘Who’s what?’

‘Aude, sir.’

‘Aude who?’

‘Her father Aude. The school motto. “Sa père Aude”.’

‘You mean “Sapere Aude”?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘It’s not your manky French, laddie. It’s Latin.’

‘Oh.’

I was sitting at the corner of the kitchen table, writing in my exercise book.

‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ said my father.

‘Homework.’

‘Home? Work? Don’t you do enough at school?’

‘No.’

He pulled the book round. ‘So what’s this?’

‘“Agricola aratrum amat”. Latin. “The farmer loves the plough”.’

‘Does he? Tell that to Ozzie Leah!’ My father put his cap on and went to the pub.

Hugh Oldham, Bishop of Exeter, founded The Manchester Grammar School (MGS) in 1515, expressly so that any boy, regardless of background, might attend, free of charge. I benefited from that, and, despite the later machinations of ideologues, the school remains true to the ideal and is working to be able to return completely to a modern form of Oldham’s vision by 2050 through a bursary scheme that is already in place and functioning.

In 1946 I was one of two thousand boys to take the entrance examination for 180 places.

The Exam

We were told to start. I turned over the paper.

Scholarship and Entrance Examination, 1946

Part II

SECTION A

Read the following passage carefully:

Gracious Heaven! the truth flashed upon me in an instant. I was sitting in the frail car of a balloon, at least a mile above the earth, with a lunatic! The horrors of the situation, for a minute, seemed to deprive me of my own senses. A sudden freak of a distempered fancy, a transient fury, the slightest struggle might send us both, at a moment’s notice, into eternity! In the meantime, the maniac, still repeating his insane cry of ‘higher, higher, higher,’ divested himself, successively, of every remaining article of clothing, throwing each portion, as soon as taken off, to the winds. The inutility of remonstrance, or rather the probability of its producing fatal irritation, kept me silent during these operations; but judge of my terror when, having thrown his stockings overboard, I heard him say, ‘We are not yet high enough by ten thousand miles – one of us must throw out the other.’

Continue the story in about fifty words, to show how you imagine it would end.

I can’t remember exactly what I wrote – apart from the last three sentences.

‘So I gripped the edge of the car and vaulted over the side to wake myself up. This was only a dream. But it wasn’t.’

My first reaction on seeing the school was to be overwhelmed by it. It was the biggest building I had ever known. And to be at the youngest level of one thousand four hundred boys, some of them seven years older than I was, made me feel lost. Worse was the daily travelling: two trains and a tram and the city crowds, after a life as an only child who missed over half the primary school years through various illnesses, and knew only the isolation and general lack of movement in a time of war. It took me several terms to adjust, not helped by one of the coldest winters in memory and the Mancunian smog. But after I had overcome the shock of alienation I was able to embrace this new world where I no longer had to protect myself from playground aggression but was in the company of equals, where to question was not only encouraged but expected.

There were three kinds of teacher: the old, who had come out of retirement because of the war; the middle-aged, many of whom had seen action in the trenches of France or on the shores of Gallipoli a generation earlier; and the young returning now, impatient to make up for the lost years and to bring about the future.

It was one thing to hear about the Athenian Acropolis from a whitehaired scholar, and quite another to be taught by a man that, only a short time ago, had taken part in a commando attack up its steepest face; or to learn Latin grammar from a holder of the Distinguished Flying Cross, who, after leading a bombing raid on Hamburg, had jumped into the night over Holland from his burning aircraft when he saw he could not get his dead crew’s bodies home, and had spent three years afterwards in Stalag Luft 3, yet, some days, could not keep order in the class but would sit with a white face and rigid neck tendons and stare at us, seeing something else.

This combination of differing individualistic talents produced a richness and variety that I did not meet again. And what they had in common was the pursuit of excellence and the fulfilment of each boy’s differing needs. And that need to question, especially to question received opinion. Here is a sample of their kind.

‘Ikey’

Isidore Tenen taught me History in the first year. He was a big man, calm, with a patient manner and gentle, mournful voice, whatever his mood, and a hangdog face to match.

We had written our first homework for him. He walked up and down the desk rows, returning what he had marked. When he reached me he stopped and spread the pages open before me.

‘And where, dear boy,’ he said in his sad voice, ‘did we find such lucid and exquisite detail to arrive at this eloquent conclusion?’

‘In my History book, sir,’ I said.

‘Ah, we found it in a book, did we?’

‘Yes, sir. This one.’

‘Then we can’t argue with that. We don’t have to think, if it’s in a book. My word, it’ll be in a newspaper next. The Manchester Guardian, no less, I shouldn’t wonder. That puts it beyond all doubt. Oh dear.’

He picked up the textbook and walked across to the window. He opened the window, sighed, held the book in both hands, ripped it in two down the spine and threw it out of the window. Then he closed the window gently.

‘Now look what you’ve made me do,’ he said, still sad. ‘I’ve ruined your book, and the school will have to pay for another one.’ He went to a cupboard and took out a mint copy and put it on my desk. ‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘More money for me.’

I looked at the cover. The title read: A History of England from the Earliest Time to 1932. And below it was the author’s name: ‘I. Tenen’. Ikey gave me a conspiratorial grin, patted my shoulder and went back to his chair.

‘Bert’

Bertram Parnaby came to teach English in 1949, our third year, and we were the first lesson of his first day; and I was the first boy to enter the room.

He was sitting at his desk, wrapped in his gown, reading, and took no notice of me. He was tall and thin, and the most remarkable thing about him was his face. Every feature was exaggerated slightly, with an almost cartoon directness. He wore brown corduroy trousers and a green sports jacket, leather patches on the elbows.

The last boys were seated. He went on reading. We waited in silence. He went on reading. Then, the moment before a cough or a shuffle would have been inevitable, he snapped the book shut, stood up smartly, opened his big eyes wide and said, ‘Right, you lot. Cop this.

“Whan that Aprille with his shoures sote

The droghte of Marche hath perced to the rote,

And bathed every veyne in swich licour,

Of which vertu engendred is the flour;

Whan Zephirus eek with his swete breeth

Inspired hath in every holt and heeth

The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne

Hath in the Ram his halfe cours y-ronne,

And smale fowles maken melodye,

That slepen al the night with open yë

(So priketh hem nature in hir corages):

Than longen folk to goon on pilgrimages.”

‘Get it?’

He had an actor’s voice, resonant, clear, with northern tones. From that moment we were in his hand; and I had met one of the most passionate and compassionate human beings I have known, and a great teacher.

We spent the term being led through the music of Middle English by way of Chaucer and Piers Plowman, to the threshold of Beowulf, with Bert at the head, bearing our ignorance along with his charismatic energy and learning. Then, at the end, he gave us the homework job of adding an extra character to Chaucer and repeating it in the metre of Langland. I wrote this.

The Spyve

A wide boie ther was with us also

And seemed always to be in the knowe.

A spyve, in vesture straunge and loud y-dressed

His trousers, purple checkes, knife-edged pressed;

Greced down his lokes, his shoulders weren wide.

His neckerchief (O sight!) was alle his pride.

Alle grene and red and whyte it was, pardee,

And loude y-clashed the couleres, one, two, three.

His sokkes’ hue outshone the yonge sonne

That hath in Aries halfe his course y-ronne.

A fag doun drooped upon his hair-edged lippe

While sold he nylons, rum (ten bob a nippe).

Ther nas no thynge that was to him a task

But it was there (ye do no questions ask).

Thys spyve of swynken had he no usage.

He flogged cars upon oure pilgrimage.

Þe Spyve

Þer slouching slovenly on the street corner

A felon was flogging chepe trashe he bore.

Nyluns for wenches and stockings of sede,

Perfumes from Paris Byrmyngham made.

He could get autos for export intended,

And egges from the farmer at twelve bob a doz.

Dressed he in garments worldly and wyked,

Shoen wiþ the crepe sole and toppes of suade;

A tye, a riȝt longe one blasphemous, gaudy.

His hair was alle oily and dreadful of siht.

And as he stood and leoned and took in some mugges

A watchman espied hem and moved hem on.

When Bert arrived at MGS he found a moribund post-war Dramatic Society; and he turned it into a force that attracted national notice and fed new talent into the Arts while enriching scholarship within the school.

Bert inspired love, and a part of that love was respect for his insistence on stage discipline. Being in one of his productions was no holiday from rigour. He was a perfectionist, and one of his rules was that we could not expect to begin to learn to act while we had a text in our hand, and the learning of lines was a priority. They might be edited during rehearsal, but we had to have the words in our heads, to be saturated in them, first. Tony Rubin learnt this the hard way.

In a production of Bartholomew Fair the day arrived when no book was allowed. The rehearsal was a crowd scene, and in it Tony had only a few lines, which he fluffed. There was a roar from the auditorium, and Bert jumped onto the stage waving a cricket stump, and chased Tony through the crowd shouting, ‘I’ll swing for you, Rubin! So help me, I’ll swing!’ We knew it was an act, but Tony ran, while we froze in our places until Bert calmed down.

This insistence on knowing the text saved me during a performance of Hamlet when, as Osric, I was left hanging by a technical fault, which I had to cover by improvising iambic pentameters until the fault was put right and I could return to the text. The audience did not notice, and Bert thanked me, but it was only because the text, and thereby the character, was so embedded in me that I didn’t have to think.

Bert grew restless. Having built a reputation in the school he left to be a producer for BBC radio. But after two years he was back, frustrated by the bureaucracy, which he felt limited his creativity, and resumed his life at MGS until 1965. He then moved to Cambridge and joined the Inspectorate for Drama in schools and higher education, where he became Head.

By this time we had long been personal friends; and on an occasion when I was staying with him and his wife Jane he said he’d done all he could in education and he was going to go it alone as an actor.

The result was a successful decade in television and film, after a period with The Royal Shakespeare Company.

Aged sixty-eight, right on cue, two days after Jane, Bert died.

‘Heppy’

Hepple Mason was an English scholar. He never taught me; and we spoke once in my seven years at MGS. He was physically small, with a disproportionally high-domed forehead, and he walked at an extreme pace at all times, ignoring the world.

After the nuisance of the School Certificate examination, we entered the elite Classical VI, with three years ahead in which to hone our skills in the purities of Latin and Greek, unhindered by lesser matters, other than acquiring a reading ability in German, since a significant amount of classical textual criticism came from Germany. It was with surprise and disdain I saw that there were other subjects still left on the timetable, including English Literature. And my sense of its irrelevancy was confirmed when the first piece we were expected to take seriously was T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land.

I was confounded by the rubbish. Not only was it inept, pretentious and obscure, but it was shored up by notes of pseudo-scholarship, alleged to help the inferior and ignorant reader to appreciate the brilliance of the poem and the polymathy of the poet. This was not the suppleness of Greek or the compression and sonority of Latin. This was tripe.

A crisis arose when we were invited to react to the alleged poem by composing something that expressed our appreciation of its genius.

My first thought was to refuse. But that would be too negative and would leave me open to the charge of insensitivity. So I wrote a parody to expose the farce. It was published, without any consultation of my feelings, in the school magazine.

Mauldeth Road Station

Rain sliding stickily down the sky. Drizzle. Train in half-an-hour. Perhaps. Who cares? Nobody here, staff died years ago, all dead, ashes to ashes, dust to dust, corpses scratching behind dirty windows. Drip, drip, drip. Who lights the lamps? Always lit, never out, for ever and ever. Amen. Roof leaks. Walk along the platform, planks rotten; worms and fungus. Mind your step. Count one, two, three, four. Every day count the planks. Five, six, seven, eight. How many nails? Seven hundred and eighty-four planks, not counting level-crossing. Always the same, year in year out. Six nails for each plank. Rust. Everything rust, everything dead. Decayed. Ten past four says the clock. Always the same time. No spring. Perfect clock. Right twice a day. Lewis Carroll. Rain, rain go to Spain. Ten minutes left? Oh, God, let me live! Look up the line. Mist. Cold, damp. Souls of the departed dwell in mist. Odysseus dug a trench in Hell. Sheep’s blood. Mist. The dead drinking. For the blood is the life. Scarlet mist! Wires quiver, the signal creaks. Life! All clear. Introibo ad altare Dei. Green eye of the little yellow god. Qui laetificat iuventutem meam. Who said that? The train is here; black hearse. Nunc dimittis.

Shortly after the appearance of my debunking of The Waste Land I met Heppy as he hurtled along a corridor. He grabbed my sleeve to stop himself and looked up at my extra height.

‘You Garner?

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Read your piece. Genuine Eliotean overtones.’

And away.

Sixteen years later I happened to be in the school and on the same corridor. The Owl Service had recently won the Carnegie Medal and the Guardian Award. Heppy came whizzing towards me at his usual speed, and neither stopped nor paused, but as he passed he cried out, ‘What did I tell you?’

‘The Chief’

Schools don’t produce creative artists. One can only see to it that one doesn’t stifle them.

Eric James

My first view of Eric James was that of all: the slight figure that greeted us in the Lecture Theatre on our first day.

I was struck by the quality of his eyes, which remained for me the most subtle and daunting item in his armoury. With them (I was to learn) he could inflect nuance and also quell a mob. They were eyes that could face fourteen hundred boys and make each boy feel that they were looking at only him.

At the end of that first week, The Chief, as the High Master is known, took an English lesson unannounced. He asked us to write our impressions of the school. I devoted my time to a rant about the size of the desks, and asked how, since they were already too small for me, I could hope to endure the effect of them on my physical growth.

Towards the end of the lesson, Eric James swept up my essay at random and leant against the window. He read the piece in silence, then looked at me, and launched into an analysis of the school’s problems during the Second World War and an explanation of how, though my plaint had been long recognised, there were priorities, and I could well end up, as I did, having to accommodate my frame to the torture of wood and iron for the rest of my days there.

The important impression left with me was that an adult authority figure had taken me seriously and had addressed himself to a First Former as to an equal. It was a hint of the man.

In that same first term, I was standing one day with my arms open, moving them up and down in unison, on the steps leading to the out of bounds basement opposite the library.

A cold voice above me said, ‘What are you doing?’ It was a most sceptical Chief.

I said, ‘Thinking, sir.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘About what?’

‘Count Dracula, sir.’

‘Forgive the intrusion,’ he said; and went.

I wish The Chief could have met Grandad. They would have understood each other. Grandad had brought me up to observe two requirements of a fulfilled life. The first was: ‘Always take as long as the job tells thee; because it’ll be there when tha’s not, and we don’t want folk saying, “What fool made that codge?”’ The second was: ‘If the other feller can do it, let him.’ That is: seek out within you that which is uniquely yours, and pursue it, regardless of cost. Eric James would have agreed.

About the least sought duty of a prefect was to read the Lesson each morning for a week. The choice of text was up to the individual, but on the Friday before our practice in public speaking, we each had to justify our selection in an interview with The Chief, a Fabian agnostic.

As my turn came, I was more than at a loss. So, in desperation, I solicited a member of one of the more evangelical groups at school, who happily supplied me with five extracts from The Book of Revelation, and I presented myself at the High Master’s study.

The Chief heard me out. Then he said, ‘Do you belong to a sect?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Then I suggest you spend the weekend in some other areas of the Bible,’ he said. ‘And let me have the list before nine o’clock on Monday.’ As I closed the door, thoroughly rumbled, he said, ‘Try 1 Corinthians 13, for a start, and see what you think.’

When, years later, after National Service and Oxford, writing happened, I met Eric James by coincidence as we occupied adjacent stalls in a urinal. ‘What are you doing, besides the obvious?’ he asked.

Now, it is possible to say, ‘I have written.’ It is possible to say, ‘I have written, and failed.’ It is not possible to say, ‘I’m going to write.’ The pretentious words cannot be spoken. Yet those eyes were on me; and they were blue in a way that I recognised. I said, ‘I’m going to write.’

‘Then write,’ he said. ‘I’ve always hoped I’d get one.’


OPS/html/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		Introduction


		1. Damper Latham


		2. Hephaestus


		3. ‘Dare to be Wise’


		4. Golden Mean


		5. Feel Free


		6. RIP


		7. The Friendliness of the Long-Distance Runner


		8. The Power of Ten


		9. Concerning the Common Nature of All


		10. Maggoty’s Wood


		11. Up Them Fields and What Was Found There


		12. The Carr


		13. Nova


		14. Lens and Land


		15. The Valley of the Demon


		16. Jenkin


		17. Old Men’s Trousers and the Making Strange of Things


		18. Dai Shepherd


		19. The Bull on the Tongue


		20. House by Jodrell


		21. Powsels and Thrums


		22. By Seven Firs and Goldenstone


		23. Funeral in The Hough


		Envoi


		About the Author


		Also by Alan Garner


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








OPS/images/cover.png
" ALAN
GARNER
A

% B
% ’Mﬁm

4

POWSELS e
AND

TH RUMS

A Tapes





OPS/images/logo.jpg





