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Chapter
1

 *Preface*

 


It’s essential
to let you know I never knew Ossie Clark. I saw him once in my
lifetime, which doesn’t count as much. But, as a schoolchild, I
still remember his visit and the impact he had on me. Ossie Clark
brought us extraordinary creations. Before he died at 54 years old,
fashion design was his gift. Anybody alive in the 60s and 70s with
the remotest interest in style would know him as a man who
underwent many transformations.

I felt predestined to author this book
about an extraordinary man who had such energy and vitality in his
prime. Since last year, I have met many people who knew Ossie. I
went to a friend’s funeral in Notting Hill, where I met
Middlesborough Barry, an outrageous and glitzy costume designer who
lived in Notting Hill for over 40 years. He asked me, “Hey, what
are ya doing these days, Tommy?” as he fluttered his eyelids and
broke into laughter. I replied that I was about to draft a book
about Ossie Clark, and he said, “Aye, Tommy lad, you must come to
my house. I knew Ossie and have his diaries to help with ya
research.”

I couldn’t believe it. A few days later, I
went to Barry’s flat, climbed the stairs and rapped on the door. He
opened the entrance with a flourish and said, “Welcome to my humble
home.” I stepped into his room and discovered a treasure trove of
paintings, vinyl records and books. Barry handed over a
well-thumbed copy of The Ossie Clark Diaries and reminisced about Ossie. He told me his friends
wanted to get him and Ossie together. He said nobody liked Diego
Cogalato. They found him creepy. “I couldn’t understand what Ossie
saw in him,” he added.

I listened till he had finished. I thanked
him. He led me to the door; I rushed down the stairs and took the
book home. I couldn’t wait to start the journey of discovering
Ossie and his life. Throughout the weeks, I re-read it cover to
cover. It amazed me what I learned about Ossie’s life. It was
brutal and honest, almost to the point that I felt like a voyeur in
his life.

The position he holds in people’s memories
is remarkable. He stands up with the most fabulous designers of the
20th century. The French have Yves Saint Laurent; the Italians have
Gianni Versace. In authoring this book, I will try to bring Ossie
alive during his growing up and his turbulent adult life. I have
found him to be a man of great warmth and wit who helped many on
his rise to the pinnacle of the fashion world. In addition, he had
an insatiable curiosity about life and the history of style. On the
other hand, he was afflicted with depression and an explosive
temper throughout his life, shocking many. When his star began to
fade in the mid-70s, his life wasn’t over. He lived a further 20
years and still chased his dreams and stimulated his friends around
him. Yet, 26 years after his demise, he is still an enigma, loved
by his family and abandoned by many of the celebrities he
clothed.

I want to dig deeper into the man himself.
Of course, I don’t know about the entirety of his life. Anybody who
writes a biography is crazy or obsessive. I’m a bit of both as I
grind my teeth and scratch my head. I wonder what I can bring to
the table in writing about Ossie’s life. After months of research,
I will try to understand what made him tick. We must realise he was
very different from the usual run-of-the-mill character we meet on
life’s journey. I feel confident there will be fashion purists who
won’t be satisfied or will want to see more photographs. Still, if
you want to see these photos, there are umpteen all over the
internet to satisfy your curiosity. Ossie was an outsider. He came
to London from a different world. My northern background influences
my writing style, and I have some idea of what Ossie went
through.

Ossie sprang
from good working-class stock with spirit and aspirations. He
didn’t drop lucky; he initially worked his butt off to get to where
he did in his career. He wasn’t part of the elite of London, but he
soon made his presence sensed. He wasn’t an arse licker. He came to
the counter of the rich and famous with his talent and provided
women with newfound confidence. It brought him into contact with
people with money and the good sense to buy into what he made;
these weren’t cheap, throwaway garments. I make no apologies for
him. He left many friends and family in awe of his talent and they
loved him with all his faults. Many still remember him today, and
his name is tantamount to style in the fashion world.

In my re-creation of Ossie’s life, I have
read and interviewed his friends to get to know him. I haven’t put
questions to his family. Their thoughts are their own, and I’m sure
written somewhere. This will be a picture of the man and the world
around him. I want to bring the era to life, so I must mention what
happened around these times to the younger readers who may not know
about Ossie and his generation. This is a man with whom I feel
lucky to spend time on, recalling his life, warts and all. My
purpose is not to offend anybody. I hope to do Ossie’s memory
justice and stimulate some working-class kids somewhere to achieve
their dreams with demanding work and self-belief.

His faithful friends, the people who
weren’t famous, have said good things about him, although, without
a doubt, Ossie had his imperfections - can any of us claim we
haven’t?

To appreciate
Ossie, we must not define him by the clothes he designed; although
it is poignant to think he is still remembered, there was so much
more to the man than this. His family were proud of his triumphs as
a loving father, friend and son. I want to take the reader on a
voyage of discovery and map out his life from a modest background
in the north of England and the heights he soared.

 He remained his genuine, frank, authentic
self, and some people may have found him hard to take with his
abrasive attitude. However, at least you knew where you stood with
him. If he thought you deserved it, he would speak his mind. He
never pretended to be somebody he wasn’t. He was a rare breed in
this life. He despised pretentiousness and would point it out if
somebody thought they were better than him. This was forged in his
DNA.

I’m sure he could have turned his life
around when he was killed. Hence, I have tried to lessen the loss
to his friends, and show how one rare, unconventional man from such
a warm background, in my hometown of Warrington, achieved the
recognition he deserved, and inspired a generation.

Some people look down their noses at
failure, but if you don’t try, you will never know… and to be
honest, who gives a hoot what anybody thinks? Ossie
didn’t.

 


 


 



Chapter
2

 *Strange
Coincidences*

 


 


I sit in my council flat and I can sense Ossie
urging me on; almost as if I am being channelled to write his life
story, as crazy as this may seem. I believe he was angry
when The
Ossie Clark Diaries were
published because there was so much he would have left out and also
added: he wanted to set the record straight. He wasn’t miserable
all the time. His diaries make for a sad read in parts, but if you
figure out between the lines, you can tell a lot of it was said
with his tongue firmly in his cheek. For the readers who
haven’t read them, I would like to bring a smile
to their faces when they think of Ossie. I want to get to the heart
of the matter and tell this with a sense of humour. I now live five
minutes from where he once lived on Penzance Place in Holland Park
in the 1990s. I stop and think about this dramatised biography I
will embark on. I will endeavour to introduce him in a story-like
way, but some of the characters are still alive, and I must be
thoughtful of their feelings. Ossie lived an incredible life full
of passion and originality. However, even in the latter days of his
life, he’d been used to
getting by without much money. He still lived in the best part of
London, sought after by people with cash, close to the tube station
and the exquisite Holland Park with its majestic Japanese gardens.
Most people would get down and be thankful to live
there.

The area of Clarendon
Cross and Holland Park Avenue close by is vibrant. I decide to take
a stroll and check where his flat was situated. The smell of
flowers and trimmed grass hang in the breeze and the spring
sunshine is on my face. I admire the elm tree-lined, expansive,
well-kept streets, a short saunter from Notting Hill. It might have
been a housing association flat, but Ossie spent many happy years
there. The apartment was small, but it was his home. After years of
being rootless, and relying on friends and family, nobody could
take it away from him after his career turned downward. He would
have been one happy man to move in. The newspapers made a great
deal out of where he lived, but it didn’t do justice to me. It is
an affluent area and one of the safest places to live in the
capital.

Of course, Simon
Cowell, David Beckham and Ed Sheeran live close by in their
twenty-million-pound properties across Holland Road. However, as
the New York superstar Madonna once said, it doesn’t matter where
you live in London; you are always within gobbing distance of a
council estate. She should know: she owned property here.

Ossie and I were both former pupils of Beamont
Technical School in Warrington, from different generations. Ossie
went on to art college, to achieve something with his life, and
it’s been a revelation for me after months of
research to learn about his colossal achievements. So, what
qualifications do I have to write this story? Well, we came from
similar backgrounds. I have been through countless trials, and I
can see similarities in his life which resonated with mine.
However, the more I delved into his generation, the more it gripped
me.

I’d travelled the
world, lived high, driven flashy cars, and lived in exotic
countries until everything went skew-whiff. I ended up broke and
homeless. I had nobody to turn to, and nothing left apart from my
sense of humour. Still, I have spirit and have learned more than I
have earned in my lifetime. I’m still alive
and have come to terms with everything. Life is an adventure with
all its kinks and quirks. Whatever happens in your life, keep a
sense of comedy about it all.

Moreover, I know Ossie did. This is not a sad
tale. Although his life ended in tragedy, Ossie’s sense of humour shone through from what I have gathered.
Yes, he suffered from depression and endured periods of melancholy,
an affliction that can strike at any time in many people’s lives.
But, as we say in the north, he was a character of the highest
order. Now we shall see how his personality developed. I feel
privileged to relate his life from an alternative
perspective.

Ossie put pen to paper
frequently in his diaries. This is my version. I have used my
imagination about the dialogue, which is representative and not
verbatim. I hope you will stick with me through this journey of
revelation.

So come on, let’s hang out and
see what we can uncover.

On June the 9th, 1942,
Britain had been at war for the last two years and ten months.
People all over the UK were sure that it would soon be over. In a
maternity ward in Liverpool, Ossie’s beloved mother, Anne Clark,
lay on a bed alert and awake, a gleam of sweat daubed over her
brow, eager for the pregnancy to conclude. As the contractions
became more robust, she arched her back and prayed all would go
well. She couldn’t wait to meet the new child.

A pungent antiseptic smell flowed through the air.
The floors were spotless; the hospital was packed.
Anne’s husband, Samuel, hovered outside. He
checked his watch for the umpteenth time and paced around, his brow
furrowed with expectation, hopeful all would be well.
They’d stood around for some time, and it
wouldn’t be a moment too soon.

Samuel drew his hankie
out and wiped his forehead.

By his side stood
their 16-year-old daughter, Kay.

She tugged on his sleeve. “Dad, don’t worry, it
will soon be over; you’re not
pregnant.”

He propped his arm on her shoulder and kissed her
head. “Let’s hope
she’s here soon, you cheeky madam.”

The nurses were rushed off their feet, expectant
mothers crammed in together. Anne’s body
could sense the contractions; her face flushed and tingled, the air
palpable with anticipation. The nurse gathered the sheets and
plumped up the pillows, trying to make her relax.
“Don’t worry, the
baby will soon be here.”

“I hope so,” Anne replied.

She agonised for seven days in labour; she must
have been terrified. When she heard, a few months earlier, that
Walton Hospital almost took a bomb through the roof one night,
it’s a wonder she didn’t give birth there and
then.

Anne perceived the baby’s
imminent arrival; she sank back into the mattress and gave one
final push. As the midwife probed, she said, “Come on, love, the baby is on the way.” The nurse squeezed
her hand. Anne could feel the pain with each contraction. Before
long, the head of the baby came out with the last pull: a
dark-haired boy bawled into the world. His astrological star sign
made him a Gemini. He would inherit all the star’s classic qualities: imaginative, witty, talkative, and
ironic, with cobalt grey eyes.

After a few minutes, Anne gave a slow movement of
the head, incredulity written on her face. Then she composed
herself and said, “Thanks, love. I
can’t believe we’ve got
another boy.”

The midwife passed the baby over. Anne reached
out, held him close to her chest and checked him over. Her eyes
were radiant with pride. The doctor examined the boy and
said, “He will do
something with those hands. Have you seen the size of
them?”

“He’s got enormous
hands, you say, doctor. He must get them from his father. I hope
they will do him some good.”

The doctor smiled.

Samuel pushed the
doors open and strode into the ward, followed by their daughter.
Each looked down at the baby, disbelief stamped on their faces.

With a hesitant smile, in a shaky voice, Samuel
said, “Well,
I’m stunned, darling. We’ve got another mouth to feed, and it isn’t a girl. So I guess we better repaint the spare
room.”

Anne’s face,
although radiant, looked drawn; exhaustion set in. Anne Grace Clark
and Samuel Duncan Clark, mother and father, were flabbergasted.
They’d decorated the spare room pink for a baby
girl.

Kay leaned over, stroked the
baby’s chin, looked at her mother, and
said, “Aw, mam,
he’s so adorable. He looks so like
you.”

Anne replied, “Give over. He
looks like his father.”

Kay smiled. “Wait till the
rest of the kids see him; our Sammy and John will be made up.
They’ve got a brother. I can’t wait to get him home; he will be spoilt. What will we
call him?”

Anne thought about it.
She was shattered by the pregnancy and couldn’t think straight.

“I’m not sure -
it’s such a shock.” Anne gazed at the midwife
and said, “Come on, love,
you think of a name for him. You’ve been
fantastic throughout the pregnancy. It would be an honour for
me.”

The midwife smoothed her uniform, mulled it over
and said, “Why
don’t you call him Raymond?

Anne replied, “Raymond,
it’s a lovely name. I’m so overjoyed he is here and healthy; thanks so much for
all you’ve done for me
over the last week.”

Kay interjected: “Aw,
mam, let me hold him.”

As she plucked the baby from her mother, her eyes
dawdled over his face, and she kissed him, cuddled him, and
said, “You are so
precious and huggable. Come on, our Raymond, smile.”

Her face was full of joy as she placed him back in
her mother’s
arms.

“You looked tired, mam. Dad, come on,
let’s leave her in peace. We can come back
tomorrow.” She tended over her mother’s bed,
stroked her hair, and kissed her forehead. “You have a good sleep tonight, Mam.”

“Yes, I’m shattered.
You two go home and cook your dad’s tea
tonight.”

They bade her
farewell. The nurse took the baby from Anne, who drifted off to
sleep. Nine days later, another Scouse legend was born, the
exceptional Paul McCartney, who would cross paths with Raymond 25
years later.

The hospital
discharged Anne a few days later. Samuel carried their baby home to
meet the rest of the children: his eldest sister, Gladys, 18;
Beryl, 12; Sammy, 8; and 4-year-old John. They showered him with
love from the moment he arrived. He came into a warm and loving
family full of characters who knew about life and had great humour.
Liverpool is filled with people with these qualities, so it was
from this background that the boy would learn about life.

Still, with the war on, the Luftwaffe had tried to
flatten the city. It became a prime target for the bombers, and
Birkenhead, its twin across the Mersey, was the
country’s biggest west
coast port. Supplies were brought in via Canada and the USA.
Britain needed these provisions, and the Germans wanted to halt
them.

The port city of
Liverpool was a critical target. The seven-night blitz between the
1st and 7th of May 1941 was one of the most intense attacks outside
London. It showered death on the citizens below with tons of
explosive bombs. It caused immense destruction to the city centre
and the nearby port area. This made the family nervous. Still, they
did their business; the kids took turns with the pram and pushed
Raymond around the streets. They couldn’t have been prouder.

Anne loved to draw
Raymond close and breastfeed him.

Coochie coo, you precious little boy.”

Her eyes shone with
pure love as she gazed at his head and stroked his hair. Then, as
he sucked, she caressed his face, strengthening the maternal
bond.

The elder children
were on hand if she needed help with his nappies or the household
chores.

Samuel would peek over the Liverpool Echo
and watch them when he returned
from work, plonked down in his favourite armchair, with the smell
of food from the kitchen. Ossie grew up in a happy, tense household
throughout the war.

Food rationing made
life difficult. Still, it was all part of the war effort. The
family got by on the provisions they bought: eight oz of sugar,
four oz of bacon, eight oz of cheese, and two oz of tea. Eggs
weren’t rationed, but it could be hard to find them. The Government
cut the milk allowance to three pints a week for each person in
1942, although pregnant women and children were allowed more. It
forced people to think about what they ate and how much they
wasted. However, people still found things to whine about, and the
endless queues to buy food drove them nuts.

Anne would rip coupons
from the ration books and hand them to the rest of the family when
they wanted food. Their clothes were rationed; each garment
required a certain number of coupons. They gave the adults
sixty-six coupons a year.

The family got used to the conditions. They also
bought on the black market from the local spivs who saw a business
opportunity—serving up to the locals. They made an excellent
turnover; they could get their hands on women’s stockings and luxuries which weren’t sold or scarce.
Close to the docks, all kinds went through the ports. Luxury goods
always seemed to be available at exorbitant prices.

Raymond’s parents
discussed a move out of Liverpool, to protect their children from
the terror campaign raids they’d expected.
Samuel said, “I think
it’s about time we moved out of the area, for
the kids’
sake.”

 Anne
replied, “Yes… let’s think it over, but you may be right. Although
I love Liverpool, and leaving our friends behind will be a massive
wrench.” The conversation moved back and forth over the following
weeks. However, after further discussions, they concluded that
evacuation would be the best route. The family moved to the village
of Oswaldtwistle, three miles from Blackburn in East Lancashire,
with a small population of under ten thousand. Times were hard for
its residents, but they were much safer. The family moved in behind
one of the town’s local shops,
and settled in for the duration of the war.

It was a traumatic few years before
Europe’s hostilities
were declared over on May the 8th, 1945. The news of
Germany’s surrender
touched the rest of the world. Throngs of people congregated on the
streets to celebrate. However, the day was poignant for the
families who had lost their loved ones through the six years the
conflict had raged across Europe.

Three months later,
everybody thought the war in the Far East had reached its
conclusion; however, when the Americans dropped the atomic bomb on
Hiroshima in Japan on the 6th of August 1945, this failed to end
the war. A second bomb descended through the skies on Nagasaki on
the 9th of August. Finally, at noon on the 15th of August 1945,
Emperor Hirohito announced the surrender of Japan.

An estimated 70,000 to
135,000 people died in Hiroshima and 60,000 to 80,000 in Nagasaki.
In addition, the nuclear radiation released by the bombs caused
thousands more to die in the weeks, months and years ahead.

We should pray we
never see an atomic bomb plunge through the skies again.

The family returned to
normality over the next four years. However, another move was on
the horizon, which made a massive impact. In 1949, when Raymond was
aged seven, the family travelled to Longford in the north-west town
of Warrington in Lancashire, a couple of miles outside the bustling
centre.

They moved into 5
Sandy Lane, a typical semi-detached with a front and back garden.
These council houses were built around the country in the 1930s.
The house stood close by to where the A49 is now. It was more like
the countryside back in those days.

The family soon
settled into their new life. It wasn’t long before the smells of
lovely home cooking circulated throughout the house. The
mantelpiece, lined with photographs, became a home for the
Clarks.

There weren’t many cars on the streets, which
allowed the boys to play football outside. The girls engaged in
hopscotch, a popular game in the 40s. The teenage girls drew on the
ground with chalk, and hopped and skipped in and out of the
squares. They would shout with delight if they won. This kept them
amused and out of their parents’ way with
simple games like hide and seek and marbles.

The men toiled in the local factories:
Ryland’s, the
wire-drawing firm, Longford Wire, and the steelworks Monks Hall.
Warrington was an industrial town which embraced the Industrial
Revolution in the 18th century and developed. They made the River
Mersey navigable, and as a result, the town flourished and became
packed with shops and pubs during its expansion and a desirable
place to live.

An American airbase in nearby Burtonwood, two
miles northwest of Warrington, became the central military
installation in Europe after the war. It was like a small town, and
the Yanks, as they were known, boosted the area’s economy. You would spot the GIs who drove through the
town centre, eyeing the local ladies. They fetched glamour to the
town. The girls wanted to meet the GIs and dance at the live gigs.
Many girls met their future husbands and left Warrington to start a
new life in America. The local guys resented the Americans with
their money and flash ways.

Also, many women were
left behind to rub their pregnant stomachs, unsure where the father
went as he flew back to the States, never to return.

The streets were safe
though, a perfect place to raise the kids, with schools and
churches, and the family established themselves in their new home
and made friends. Warrington is in between two major cities,
Liverpool and Manchester; each is a short drive away. The 70-mile
River Mersey swirls its way through the town.

Not much has been written about Warrington, but
Ossie’s character was formed in the town. Some
unusual people came to the world’s attention
from this working-class environment. Who would have thought Burt
Kwouk, the actor who played Cato in The Pink Panther, would have come from here? Actor Pete
Postlethwaite and many others come from the town.

When Ossie grew up in
the north, the men went to the bookies to gamble a few shillings on
the nags and the pubs shut at 2.30pm on a Sunday. Afterwards,
everybody would pile home for the Sunday roast. The family took
their weekly bath in a grey cast iron one hung up on the scullery
wall. Anne would take it down and fill it with hot water from a
kettle and pans while each waited their turn, and they used
lifebuoy soap to cleanse themselves. No mod cons in those days. The
coal man brought the coal and dumped it in the yard. The milkman
clinked the milk bottles on the polished red doorstep each day for
the morning brew. You wedged a shilling coin in the electric meter
under the stairs and heard the metallic clang as it dropped into
the coin box below, and turned the key, and the lights switched
on.

The council sent a man around each week to collect
the rent and woe betide anybody who didn’t have the money to pay.
Ossie’s family weren’t wealthy, but they got
by.

If you had nowt but your family, you were rich.
Ossie was surrounded by his family. A treat in their lives was
chips, gravy, or a marvellous piece of battered fish. Who needs
champagne and caviar? The simple things in life bring so much
pleasure. Of course, life was a lot simpler in those days. Men
tended to their allotments or raced pigeons; crown bowls were
another popular sport in the town.

The northwest of England is remarkable; the people
are sincere and amenable. They will talk with a stranger to make
them feel welcome. In those days, the men found work easy to come
by, and Raymond’s parents
throve. All the children picked up the work ethic from their
father.

Anne worked at home, with her mother’s exceptional
talent for knitting. She’d knit jumpers
for the kids, and inspired Raymond as he watched her, with pride in
his mum’s
talent.

There are many accents around the regions of the
northwest. The kids noticed Raymond’s
twang, so they dubbed him Ossie after the village of Oswaldtwistle.
It stuck for the rest of his life. Warrington is one of the most
significant towns in the northwest, surrounded by other towns -
Chester, Wigan, Widnes and St Helens, all a bus ride away. The
people were sharp and loved a fun time; the place was awash with
pubs and clubs. People looked to the future after the war. They
wanted to have fun and forget the past.

Warrington’s Rugby
League team drew tens of thousands of people each Sunday. Ossie
treasured his childhood, encircled by his relations of all ages; he
learnt his quick wit, love of women, and gossip, which stayed with
him. He couldn’t have failed to notice the larger-than-life
characters he came across in his school days; everybody is a
comedian with a tremendous northern sense of humour—however,
Warrington, with its reputation for great pubs and clubs scattered
all over, was a magnet for the people of the town. When the men
returned from a gruelling day, the factory workers would expect a
hot meal on the table.

It was a time captured
like a dream by the Warrington artist Eric Tucker, who’s been
touted as the secret Lowry, with the discovery of over 400
paintings and thousands of sketches. He drew on life in the
northwest. He believed that the wealthiest life could be found
amongst the lowest echelons of society. As with many renowned
artists, he didn’t become known until after his death in 2018, aged
86.

Although Ossie grew to
love ballet, the aroma of flowers, the moon, and the stars, it
would be a matter of time before his curiosity would lead him to
search for adventure.

There was a keen sense
of community. To stand out, you had to be a character. His parents
guided Ossie, and he was exposed to music by his father, who played
many instruments. In his younger days, he served in the merchant
navy as a chief steward and played in jazz bands on the merchant
ships between Liverpool and New York. As a result, Ossie was more
aware of the world around him than most kids his age.

 He was influenced by his elder sister Gladys,
18 years his senior, a seamstress. He would observe and style
dresses for dolls. The family proved to be resourceful; this rubbed
off on Ossie.

He went to St Oswald’s
Church with his brother, John, close to Winwick Hospital, the local
asylum. They both joined the choir.

Christine Clark, the
wife of his brother John, recalls in 2022 how both boys excelled in
the choir. Ossie won a medal for singing, and they travelled around
over the years to Chester and York cathedrals. She remembers John
told her Ossie would sit in the back of the church on the polished
wooden pews, sketching. His days were full of exploration. He never
sat around. He loved to be outside with friends.

Kay, his sister, had
worked in London in a jazz band. Her two children, Carol and Jimmy
Melia, became like siblings to Ossie when they moved back from
London to spend a few years in Warrington. The girls all moved out
and married as the years rolled by.

Ossie was a bright and cheerful child aged seven;
he’d been enrolled at St
Margaret’s Primary
Junior School, an old Victorian building with a gravelled grey yard
which tutored the local kids from the area. In his final year at
junior school, Ossie prepared for the 11-plus exam. When the day
arrived, the pupils sat silent as the teachers walked up and down,
distributing the test papers to each nervous child.

They knew these exams
would dictate their futures and which schools they would be
allocated to after the holidays. Anne made sure Ossie did his
homework, although, like most boys, he hated it and found it a
chore. Still, he persevered and got on with his studies.

There was a 3-tier
system back in the 50s, consisting of grammar, technical, and
secondary schools. The grammar schools took the brightest kids, who
passed the 11-plus exam. The technical school took the most
theoretically minded and could train them to be engineers,
architects or work supervisors. Lastly, secondary modern kids were
the ones with the lowest marks.

Ossie sat at his
wooden desk, took the test, and scribbled down his answers; when
the teacher told them to put their papers down, the bell rang, and
all the kids were glad to get out of there.

 


“I’m just trying
to change the world one sequin at a time.” Lady Gaga



 



Chapter
3

 *Beamont
Technical School*

 


 


Over the summer holidays, there was the
sound of an envelope slipping through the door. Alerted by the
noise, Ossie’s mother made
her way to the front door. She stopped, picked the letter off the
carpet, and hurried into the kitchen, expectation written over her
face. She’d been looking
for this letter. She found her glasses, tore open the envelope, and
cast an eye over the official notepaper.

She called out, “Raymond, come into the kitchen.” The smell of tea and
home-cooked sausages drifted around his nostrils as he entered the
room. Anne said, “Well done, son;
come here and hug your mother.” Ossie wrapped his arms around her;
they kissed and embraced. “What happened,
Mam? Have the exam results arrived?”

“Yes, son, you’ve
been accepted for Beamont Technical in September.”

This delighted Ossie; most of his friends
wanted to go there. He didn’t make it to the grammar school, but he
was glad, as it would have meant a three-mile bus ride to Bottler
Grammar every day. So, at the end of the summer holidays, he went
to the school on O’Leary Street in
Orford in September 1953, a ten-minute stroll from the family
home.

On his first day at school, he wore a new
uniform: a black blazer with the school crest emblazoned on his
breast pocket, and a crisp white shirt with a black and gold
striped tie hung from his neck. It’s a
massive thing in a boy’s life to leap
from junior to senior school and encounter kids from various
schools around the town.

Ossie soon realised the hierarchy at the
school. It wasn’t uncommon to receive a slap or a punch in the face
from the older boys, who bullied the new children if they
thought they could get
away with it.

Before you went to the senior school,
rumours abounded that the older boys would force your head down the
toilets on the first day. The kids who arrived would be on their
guard for bullies; his older family warned Ossie not to worry and
to stand up for himself
if anybody tried it on.

The new boys were more interested in
sports and playing with friends. Ossie’s unusual eye took in all
the school’s unfamiliar
sights and sounds. Like a prisoner on his first day at a prison,
checking out how to survive, it could be a scary day for a new
arrival.

This wasn’t a school where you were
treated carefully. You would soon learn anything could happen in
the playground. You would learn which boys to avoid because
somebody could and would make your life hell if you didn’t; some
older boys would bully you, and search your pockets for cash and
steal your bus fare or dinner money so they could go to the local
shop and buy cigarettes. There was almost a look of joy on the
older boys’ faces as they cast an eye over for the new arrivals who
looked like they might have cash. Suppose you looked weak, and
wouldn’t give any hassle and hand your money over? They would be
all over you. All the older boys remembered their first day at
school. They knew how a
new kid would feel.

And the kids were too scared and
intimidated to tell their teachers, who would turn an eye to it
all, unless a parent came to the school and said their child was
getting bullied. And if they did, the kid would get picked on again
when the furore died
down a few days later.

Ossie knew all this and acted thus.
Although he wasn’t a mug, there was no way he wouldn’t stand up for
himself. He would have felt nervous on his first day at this school
run by a shower of bastards who loved to take their petty
frustrations out on the pupils, and delighted in humiliating you
for no other reason than they could get away with it. The teachers
could be ferocious when
they lost their tempers.

One boy shouted at Ossie,
“Are you a bum boy?” as he strolled by. Ossie
laughed and shot back at him with his two fingers. “Piss off,
knob-head. Bring your sister around. I will show you if
I’m a bum boy or not.” This shut the bully
down instantly; beating him in an argument was hard. He was sharp
as a switchblade and would always have the last word. Ossie was
full of quips. From years of experience at home,
he’d honed his comebacks. He knew if anybody
took the piss, you fired back with your fiery wit.

I remember the stories of the
pupils’
ritual embarrassments, which I
believe were far worse than when I went there in the 70s. In the
50s, it would have been a nightmare if you were a shy, reserved kid
with no confidence to come to school and face the wrath of the
teachers. No wonder kids hate school under these conditions. Few
would have happy memories of a carefree childhood if they were
slapped about so much.

The girls played the game. Some were
bitches, though, and picked on some of the other girls in their
class. If you were fat, ginger, or wore glasses, your days were
numbered because some little bastard would want to degrade you.

It must have made Ossie laugh, though he
wasn’t one of those boys who would cower in fear. And he knew how
to look after himself in any verbal confrontations. The last thing
a bully would want is somebody with a sharp tongue and the brains to back it.

So they would move on to the next victim
and leave Ossie alone. Ossie had a much easier time at school than
many other kids. He mentioned nothing in his diaries, so we can
assume it was like water off a duck’s
back. He was made
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