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Introduction

This biography came out in 1995, first in hardback and then in paperback, and sold enormously well, when you consider that Wainwright is very much of limited, specialist interest. He is best known for writing about one small section of our landscape, the Lake District, and it was not until towards the end of his life that his face was recognised, so little was known about him or his life. When I was working on the book, and told people about him, there was a great divide between those who had no idea what I was on about and those whose faces immediately lit up.

The people who know him, which runs into millions, for I estimate that around two million copies of his Pictorial Guides to the Lakes have now been sold, were keen to know about the man behind the books. It helped that I discovered a man, as you will see, who was more complex and passionate a character than any of his readers might have imagined.

The demand to know about his life is still there, hence this new edition. I would say that interest in him since 1995 has been steady rather than explosive, but is growing all the time, as more and more people discover him. The Kendal Museum has a permanent display of some of his belongings and creations, established in his lifetime, and now also regularly mounts special exhibitions devoted to him. One in 1999 and another in 2001 displayed extra material, original drawings and artwork not normally seen, which are in private hands. Each time they do so, there is enormous interest, with Wainwright lovers coming from all over the country. An addition to the Wainwright trail, put up in 2000, is the new panoramic plinth on Orrest Head above Windermere, which commemorates his memory.

The prices of Wainwright first editions and Wainwright drawings have all greatly increased since this biography first came out (see here for my current estimate), indicating that the passion for him is just as strong. I see no reason why it won’t go on for ever, just as long as Lakeland is there. No one will ever repeat or compete with what he did, so there will always be Wainwright admirers.

I became a fan some thirty years ago when I first picked up Book Five, The Northern Fells, to climb my local Caldbeck Fells, and was astonished to find there were seven books in the series, all hand drawn, hand written. My next reaction was jealousy. Why hadn’t I thought of such a book? Then it was utter admiration. How did he do it? How come one person has so many skills? Who is he anyway? And is he dead or what?

I later had the pleasure of meeting him, in 1978, before he came out and achieved national recognition through his books published by Michael Joseph and his TV series. At the time, I was never sure about this exposure, suspecting him of selling out, not realising the altruistic reason for his acceptance of media fame so late in life. It didn’t make me less of a fan. I still consider his Seven Pictorial Guides to the Lakeland Fells to be works of art. I’ll go further. I think they are masterpieces. Why not use that word? Why should poems and plays, novels and paintings be allowed such accolades and not little guide books which you can slip into your pocket, slip into your life? Wainwright has become a household god, a term of reference, for millions of people.

What sparked me off, to ask to do the biography, was reading Memoirs of a Fellwanderer (published 1993) when I was a judge for the Lakeland Book of the Year competition. (It wasn’t eligible for the award, by the way, being a composite of two earlier books.) I thought, once again, how few and meagre were the personal details he ever gave away, despite the word ‘Memoirs’, and despite dropping hints of certain important events in his life, without ever explaining them. He had died in 1991, so I wondered who was doing his biography. I made enquiries and found that his widow, whom I had met in 1978, had turned down all requests during the first year after he died. Too soon, too upsetting. Now she felt stronger, more able to cope with the thought of some sort of book about him. I persuaded her that a biography should be done. Why should the poets and painters have all the accolades?

But is his life story worth telling? Several people asked that. After all, his real career was pretty humdrum. (I won’t mention his day job here, although all true fans know what it was, as in the book itself I take things chronologically, not revealing events ahead until they happen – the first rule, I always think, of any biography.) His personal papers proved so rich, people were so kind in providing me with letters he had written, relatives and friends were happy to share their memories, that one problem turned out to be too much material.

Having first go at anyone’s life is always exciting, if worrying. Writing biographies of Wordsworth, Beatrix Potter, George Stephenson, Christopher Columbus or Robert Louis Stevenson means following a path which has been hacked by others, where gardens have been laid out, trees established. The aim then is to reassess the old plantation, or approach it from a new direction. The first biographer has a different job. He has to carve out his own route, arrange the landscape in order, when in real life there was little order, or was part of several orders, all happening at the same time. There is a responsibility to the rough ground – not to soften or hide, yet not create unnecessary features.

Wasn’t Wainwright a very private person, who hated even having his photograph taken? True. In his lifetime, he would probably not have allowed any of this material to be seen. Just as he might have hated any physical memorial to him in Lakeland. But he is not alive. We who are left who admired him must be allowed to remember him in our own way, as long as his family do not object. His creative work came out of his life, and we can better understand what drove him on if we know from whence he came. That’s my excuse. Oh, and if he is watching, from over there, up on Haystacks, I must apologise for calling him Alfred in the early chapters. He would have really hated that. It just seemed so cold and impersonal to call a boy or a young man by his surname. After that, I do slip into Wainwright or AW. I did think of calling him Aloysius, but that was his joke.

Hunter Davies, Loweswater, 2002


CHAPTER ONE

Birth in Blackburn, 1907

Alfred Wainwright was born on 17 January 1907 in Blackburn, Lancashire. Today, the town is quietly proud of Wainwright, in a careful, understated way, but there are plans afoot to create a Wainwright Trail, guiding you around the town to the various locations associated with his birth and early years. Very like the Trail they have already created for Kathleen Ferrier, Blackburn’s only other distinguished personage of the twentieth century, unless you count the late Russell Harty, the popular TV personality. Kathleen Ferrier, born in 1912, later moved to Cumbria and, like Wainwright, it was in her adopted county that she first achieved national recognition.

The Ferrier Trail takes you to some interesting buildings, as her father was a headmaster and she went to a rather good school, but they are having trouble planning a similarly interesting route for future Wainwright pilgrims. His background was strictly working class, his homes humble, his schools unrenowned, but the main problem is that Blackburn is still in the throes of urban clearance. At present, there is a proposal to extend the inner ring road, known as Barbara Castle Way. (No, she was not a Blackburn girl, but she did give it thirty-four years as its MP.) It is possible that this extension could wipe out for ever vital traces of Wainwright’s roots, hence the delay in marking up and colouring in his Town Trail. John Lennon gave Blackburn a mention in passing, drawing attention to its existence for those outside Britain who might never have heard of this Northern industrial town, with his reference to ‘four thousand holes in Blackburn, Lancashire’. There could be more holes to come.

Blackburn had a big effect on Wainwright’s life, his values and his attitudes, but he could in fact have been born anywhere, anywhere that is amongst a dozen or so towns across Lancashire and Yorkshire. His father, Albert, was a travelling stone mason whose work took him round the two counties. He was born in Penistone near Barnsley on 10 July 1870, the son of a builder, and in his early years he achieved some success, running a quarry in partnership with his brother.

He married Emily Woodcock on 9 August 1893, at Netherfield Congregational Church in Penistone. Emily was aged twenty at the time of the wedding, small and slight, the daughter of an ironmonger. Albert was twenty-three, tall and burly. They had met through the Church where they had both been Sunday School teachers. On their marriage, the other teachers gave them a Bible, suitably inscribed in copperplate handwriting: ‘Presented to Mr and Mrs Albert Wainwright of Netherfield Congregational Sunday School on the occassion of their marriage as a small token of our appreciation of their service in the Sunday School, and wishing them long lives of usefulness and happines and all good things. Signed on behalf of the Teachers – A Glassey, Pastor.’

Their first child, Alice Mary, was born on 17 June 1894 in Penistone. Not long afterwards, things went wrong at the quarry and Albert took to the road as an itinerant stone mason, moving around, trying to find work. Their second child, a son called Frank, was born on 29 July 1896 in Barnsley. Their third, another daughter, Annie, was born in January 1900 in Morecambe.

Albert’s trouble was drink. His beer-drinking exploits figure in every family memoir, although it is not clear if it was drink which caused the collapse of his quarry business, or whether he took to the bottle afterwards to make up for the disappointment. On the day of his second daughter’s arrival in 1900, he decided to have a few drinks, on the way to register the birth. The Boer War was at its height and in the pub he heard talk of some battle at Pretoria. Arriving at the Registrar’s Office, he decided to christen the new baby Annie Pretoria. Annie went through her childhood deeply embarrassed by what he had done. When Inspectors visited her school, the teacher always asked her to stand up and give out her full name.

It was the prospect of work on some railway arches which took Albert and his family to Blackburn in January 1901, settling there from then on. They rented a two-up-and-two-down terrace house at 331 Audley Range, about a mile from the centre of Blackburn, a long, straight, busy, dusty road. The rent was 4/6d a week. Opposite was a little brick works. All around were cotton mills and belching factory chimneys.

The history of textiles in Blackburn goes back to Elizabethan times. It was then a large village of some 2,000 which had grown up on the banks of the Blakewater, or black stream, which flows into the River Darwen. There was no sign of any Roman settlement, but a Roman road did cross the stream at the point where Blackburn eventually emerged. The first mention of ‘Blackburne’ as a place was in the Domesday Book. Wool was the first industry to be produced locally, woven in people’s homes, and by 1650 there was a blue and white pattern known nationally as ‘Blackburn checks’. In the eighteenth century, cotton took over from wool, and was at first still woven in the workers’ homes. Then came a technological revolution which changed not just Blackburn but the whole of Lancashire and, in effect, the industrial world. James Hargreaves invented the spinning jenny in 1764 which enabled the spinners to keep pace with another Lancashire invention, John Kay’s flying shuttle. Production moved out of the homes into factories, but not without opposition. Angry weavers marched on Blackburn factories in the 1820s, breaking up the new steam-powered looms. One of the early cotton factory owners in Blackburn was Robert Peel, grandfather of Sir Robert Peel.

People flocked to work in the new cotton factories from all over the north of England, and even from Scotland and Ireland. By 1844 the population of Blackburn was 40,000, many of whom, according to a Lancashire historian, were ‘of the poorer sort of people, with pale and emaciated features’. There was a temporary halt to the industrial explosion in 1862 caused by the American Civil War which dried up the importation of raw cotton. Blackburn, with a population which had jumped to 63,000, was the hardest hit town in Lancashire – twenty-five mills stopped production, 7,238 mill hands were out of work, 8,215 were on short time and only 7,127 were in full-time work.

By 1901, when the Wainwrights arrived in Blackburn, the population was 130,000. Children were still starting work in the mills as young as eight but the work force was largely women. Mothers would get their young children up before they went to work, at four-thirty in the morning, and take them to a grandma or a child minder’s cottage. At dinner-time – midday – the older children would bring the babies to the mill to be breast-fed by the mother. She herself would probably have bread and dripping, sitting by her loom.

Most people lived in back-to-back, two-up-and-two-down terrace houses with no bathroom and no internal lavatory. In the back yard would be an outside closet or privy, freezing in winter, so a chamber pot was used, kept under the bed. The privy was basically a pail with a wooden board over it, emptied by a gang of what were called ‘midnight mechanics’. By 1920, Blackburn still had 11,819 pail-and-slop closets waiting to be converted to running water.

Each morning, a knocker-up walked along every street at five o’clock, rattling the upstairs bedroom window with a long stick. Mill girls would hurry to the mill in their shawls and clogs, their footsteps echoing on the cobblestones. Five minutes late and you could be fined, or perhaps locked out, the mill gates closed in your face, so you lost a whole day’s pay. Families without any breadwinner could end up in the Poor House. It was only after the Liberal Government’s landslide victory in 1906, and the emergence of the first Labour MPs, that education and social conditions began slowly to improve, exploitation of child labour in the mills ceased and better schools were introduced, free up to the age of thirteen, with a midday meal provided.

Escape was provided by the church and by football. The Wainwrights were Congregationalists, even if Albert by this time was only notionally so, preferring to stay at home on Sundays. There being no pubs open, he would talk to his pigeons which he kept in the back yard. There were ten Congregational chapels to chose from and Emily Wainwright enrolled her family at Furthergate, one of the earliest, founded in 1852. She and her children went at least three times on a Sunday, to Sunday School classes and to services. Churches were social centres, where people enjoyed singing and meeting their friends. Sunday was considered the most enjoyable day of the week, the day of no work, dressing in your best and, with luck, having a proper meal at dinner-time.

Emily Wainwright was very religious and kept a commonplace book in which she copied down little biblical quotations and poems, sayings and moral stories which she had read or been told. It shows she was literate, and had good, plain handwriting.

Some go to church, just for a walk.

Some go there, to have a talk,

Some go there to gain a lover

Some go there, their faults to cover

Some go there for observation

Some go there for speculation

Some go there, to sleep and nod

But few go there, to worship God.

One or two of the entries do have a bit of humour to them, even when they are of a religious nature.

I am a threepenny bit. I am not on speaking terms with the butcher. I am too small to buy a pint of beer. I am not large enough to purchase a box of chocolates. A permanent wave won’t look at me. They won’t let me in at the pictures. I am hardly fit for a tip – but, believe me, when I go to Church on Sunday, I am considered ‘some money’.

The word ‘believe’ obviously caused her some trouble. In the margin she has tried it out two ways in pencil, before committing herself to the correct spelling in ink.

Men followed football. Blackburn Rovers, the team which Alfred Wainwright followed all his life, founded in 1875, was one of the original members of the Football League – but in the early years, another Blackburn club was even more famous. This was Blackburn Olympic which, in 1883, was the first non-southern, non-public school club to win the English F.A. Cup. They were always short of money and their first pitch, which was rented, was so narrow that their long-throw expert could hurl the ball out of play on the opposite side. When they did acquire a little grandstand, it got blown away by the wind.

But everything came together in the 1882–3 season. They got a crop of excellent players, devised the first 2–3–5 system, while everyone else was still playing 2–2–6, and in the semi-finals they thumped Old Carthusians. They then had to travel to London, to Kennington Oval, to play Old Etonians in the final. They beat them 2–1 and when their captain, a Blackburn plumber, went up to receive the cup, he led a team of four cotton millworkers, two iron foundry hands, a picture framer, a clerk, a publican and a dentist. It was Olympic’s finest hour, and they were carried shoulder high by their supporters waiting for their return at Blackburn station. Alas, it was almost their final hour. Within six years, they had been forgotten – and Blackburn Rovers had taken over as the most successful club in England. They won the Cup in 1884 – and the next two years as well. The whole of Blackburn turned out to greet their triumphant return each time, blocking all the main streets.

A great many chips were consumed in Blackburn every Saturday, before and after each match, and during the week as well. Every corner had its own chip shop and families survived on bags of chips and fish costing a ha’penny, one penny or tuppence. There was a tradition, now gone, peculiar to the Blackburn area, of collecting your family’s chips in a basin. You would join the queue, place your basin on the counter, then loll against the wall, talking to your friends whilst watching your basin travel along the cooking range, getting warm as it moved towards the head of the queue. Each basin was different, enamel or china, blue or striped, new or cracked, so you could watch for your basin getting near the top of the queue. Alfred Wainwright loved chips, all his life, just as much as he loved the Rovers.


CHAPTER TWO

Alice and Emily’s Memoirs

Alice was aged twelve in 1907 when her little brother Alfred was born, the Wainwrights’s youngest and final child. Frank was ten and Annie seven, which means they were all old enough to remember the birth, but Alice remembered it very clearly – and many years later, around 1941, she committed her memory to paper. She decided to sit down and write the story of her early life, a fascinating document which has been preserved by her son, Jack Fish. It mentions the 4/6d. a week rent when they moved into Audley Range in 1901 – which, forty years later, so she says, when her mother was still living in the same house, had risen to only 8/-. Ah, the decades of low or almost non-existent inflation.

[image: image]

Alice’s handwriting is immaculate, even neater than her mother’s, her spelling correct and her language grammatical, even if now and then she misses out a capital letter at the beginning of a new sentence. She writes in green ink, which gives her little notebook even more of an artistic glow. ‘I think I was about twelve years old when Father came into our bedroom one morning and told us we had got another brother. We all went into mother’s room to see what he was like. I well remember looking under the bed clothes and saw what seemed to me such a tiny baby, his eyes dark and shiny and his hair was light, the only one in our family with that colour, though my grandad was very sandy. We all loved this new baby very much and perhaps spoilt him a bit, he was christened Alfred. I can picture him now, as we sat at the table for our meals, he on a high chair with his back to the fire between mother and father. When I look back I think “what a happy family we might have been if the cursed drink had never entered the home . . .”’

Alfred, in his own brief memoir of his early life, Ex-Fellwanderer, published in 1987, revealed that his father was a drunk: ‘My father, a stonemason, was an alcoholic when he had any money . . .’ but gives few details. Alice spells out exactly what it was like, in her own words, and own punctuation, living with such a father.

At a very early age I knew the tragedy & misery caused by drink. Mother told me I hadn’t reached the age of 2 years when Father took his first glass of beer which was the beginning of a drunkards life. He didn’t care for home, wife or children, or how we lived so long as he could get drink. He might have had rows of houses, he was left by his father with a grand building business & good prospects but it all went & misery came.

Here are a few incidents which happened, they are not very pleasant to recall. I wonder now, however Mother put up with it and always left so cheerful. Never once do I remember seeing her pull a long face, but, very often I saw her with a sad one when she didn’t know I was watching. She had a smile & cheerful word for everyone she came in contact with, and helped many in trouble, though her own heart was breaking.

When very young I used to listen for father’s footsteps coming up the pavement, and could always tell if he had been drinking, for then his steps would be unsteady, and directly I heard them like that I used to tremble and was very frightened, how awful to be afraid of ones own father.

I was never very strong and on one occasion the doctor told Mother to avoid any excitement for me. During the same week father came home drunk, and as soon as he entered the door, he looked like a mad man & sounded like one. Mother had been washing all day, since 5.30 in the morning. He started swearing and carrying on as soon as he entered the door. Mother didn’t speak a word, so he went up to her to strike her, when my brother Frank, who was only very young went between them. Father then turned to him and took hold of him by the throat. I was on the couch and when I saw him, I jumped up, screamed, then dropped on the floor. It was a full week before I saw Father again, he avoided meeting me. Whenever I was coming home he would either go out or go to bed.

Mother used to say the home was happier when he wasn’t working & he hadn’t any money, and couldn’t get hold of anything to pawn. He used to spend nearly all his earnings in drink. I used to go to the Queen Hotel at Saturday dinnertime and get some money which was never more than a few shillings if he had worked all week, but, if I hadn’t gone he would have spent all. I had to go into the public house and look around for him, the place was always full of men. He was very cross if I went up to him and asked for some money. I had to stand at the door until he saw me, then he would come to me and give me what I had to have and then go back again. Often did I plead with him to come home, but no, he wouldn’t. Then mother had to go and find the cheap chops, while I stayed at home to look after the other children. She washed and cleaned 5 days a week to earn a little to live on. She used to get up at 5 oclock in the morning and start washing and was still washing when I got home from school at tea-time. This happened on Mondays and Tuesdays, other days she went out washing and cleaning and I carried the key to school. She took Alfred with her when he was only a few weeks old, when she really ought to have been resting a while.

One morning she was making breakfast for all of us quietly. Father was grumbling as usual, he had been drunk the night before and had kept Mother wake nearly all night swearing and singing in turn, and now he wanted some money and she hadn’t any for him, and as she knelt down to warm the butter, he cowardly struck her and make her eye very black. He was a giant besides her, being over 6 ft high, and yet he waited until she was down and couldn’t defend herself before he struck her. Oh! the irony of it.

On one occasion I remember he was again carrying on, the language he used was terrible. I stood it as long as I could then said. Oh! Dad do hush, nothing more, but he turned on me like a wild man and told me to clear out, he would let me know he was boss. Then he told me ‘I was just like my Mother’ and I said ‘I was proud of it’, then of course I had to fly. I went over to Mrs Fish’s and told her I had got turned out. I sat down trembling and presently my Mother came to see if I was there. She asked if I might stay for the night. When I went home the day after, there wasn’t a word said about it. I used to wonder, if, when he came to his senses if he was sorry, and what his thoughts were. There were times when I had such a dread of him, that, quite unknown to my Mother, I would hide his razor. I was so afraid of him murdering us all in bed. It was awful. Even now I shudder when I think of it.

To get drink he would take and pawn anything. One day he went out with a new undervest on. When he got home he hadn’t a vest on but a pawn ticket in his pocket for it.

I wonder now, how Mother used to feed us. Of course, the food was always very plain, but we never went short though she went hungry. She told me in later years how she used to put all she had on the table and didn’t know where the next meal would come from but, somehow or other there was always something happened which provided us with another meal.

Why did Emily put up with it? The answer lies in her own notebook. On almost every page she has recorded a homily on the need to be dutiful, cheerful, and ever willing to put up with life’s burdens.

There are sadder hearts than yours – go and comfort them and they will comfort you.

Don’t be a fault finder – unless you are a fault mender.

One thing that improves the longer it is kept is your temper.

Live for others and you will never be lonely.

God does not comfort us to make us comfortable, but to make us comforters.

There is one slightly longer excerpt, more philosophical which has a rather resigned and pessimistic undertone to it.

At one time or another, as we journey through life, the essential solitariness of the soul is brought home to each of us, & in no way more forcibly than by the discovery of how astonishingly little the happenings which affect us most poignantly affect other people – even our nearest & dearest. A tidal wave convulses our own personal existence – swamping perhaps, the whole of life’s happiness in its course – & they hardly realise it; or if, for a brief space, they seem to grip the immensity of one’s loss, the impression quickly fades away, & very soon we are left to get on with life as best we can, single-handed.

On the whole, though, she was endlessly cheerful and optimistic, despite everything. Strangely enough, when Albert was off the drink, everyone spoke of his good temper, as Alice herself recalls at the end of her memoir.

When father wasn’t drinking he could be one of the nicest men one could wish to meet & had such a lot of patience with children, often have I and my friends put curling pins in his hair and he never tired of amusing us. he would do almost anything we asked him, even stand or try to stand on his head or play games with us, but directly drink was in him, he was a changed man.

Mother would go to chapel every Sunday night where she found such a lot of comfort and a lot of good friends who remained friends until she passed away. Two things I specifically remember about Mother. The peculiar radiance of her face, a light shining from within, and the fact that when she was in a room the whole atmosphere seemed beautifully uplifted.

From Alice’s memoirs, and Emily’s own choice of uplifting homilies, it can be seen that while Emily did believe that crosses in life were to be borne stoically, she herself still tried to be happy, two lessons she hoped to pass on to young Alfred. Not quite with total success.


CHAPTER THREE

Schooldays, 1914–20

Alfred’s own first memories, as recalled in Ex-Fellwanderer, were of the sounds and sights which lodged in his mind from his early years in Audley Range – a withered aspidistra, mice and cockroaches crawling round the kitchen range, a sticky flycatcher black with casualties hanging from the gaslight, steaming clothes suspended from a pulley in the ceiling. These are images remembered by most people, from those days, in those sorts of conditions, but the dominant feature in that particular part of Lancashire was of course the mill.

I remember, as a child, lying in bed in the early mornings, the stillness of the night broken by the knocker-up on his rounds as he tapped on the bedroom windows along the street with a long stick. His visits were followed by a half-hour’s silence and then came the first clatter of clogs on the pavement outside, this noise gathering momentum and growing in volume, rising to a crescendo for five minutes before dying away as suddenly with an occasional hurried scurrying by those late for work. Then the mill hooters sounded, like sirens calling the faithful to prayer, some whining, some whistling, some screaming, some tremulous, some thunderous and frightening in the darkness of a winter’s morning. I came to know all the mills by the sound of their hooters, all distinctive; they signalled the start of work.

Sundays were different. The mill hooters were silent; there was no clatter of clogs. Most people went to church or chapel, or, if they did not, respected those who did. My father, to his credit, never went drinking on Sundays and stayed indoors. People wore their best clothes, the men appearing in suits, often shiny with age; hats replaced caps, and a few even sported bowlers. But it was the womenfolk who transformed the scene. Many were unrecognisable on Sundays; during the week I had seen them shuffling along the pavements draped in long shawls, with thick black wrinkled stockings and clogs, like ghouls going to a funeral. On Sundays they became butterflies, with a lifespan as brief, wearing hats adorned with wax flowers and fruit, smart costumes and dresses, silk stockings covered legs that had seemed shapeless, and neat shoes took the place of heavy clogs. On Sundays women became ladies.

Alfred remembered his father being without any saving graces, a drunk, pure and simple, even if he did have to rest his drinking elbow on Sundays. This made the boy naturally full of sympathy for his mother.

I had great compassion and love for my mother, who had come from a good family. She had few comforts. To earn a few extra shillings she had to take in washing from rather more affluent neighbours, and I was often awakened during the night by the sound of the mangle downstairs in the kitchen. She always saw that her children had enough to eat, but I noticed at times that she went without herself. Every Friday evening a lady in a fur coat called for the rent of six shillings a week, and I cringed with shame on the occasions when my mother had to say that she could not manage to pay the rent that week but would settle the arrears as soon as she could.

I wished I was old enough to go to work to help my mother, or find a buried treasure. But there were no buried treasures in Blackburn in those days and none above ground either.

He didn’t relate the story, still told amongst his Blackburn relations today, how his mother once served up a delicious rabbit stew which they all tucked into with gusto, until Alfred went out into the back yard – and found that his rabbit hutch was empty.

His first rabbit had been given to him by his father in December 1918 when Alfred was eleven, which shows some slight degree of paternal interest, but this died on 13 February 1919, and was buried the same day – so presumably not eaten. He did a drawing of it, and listed its food, as a piece of school work. The drawing is rather crude, the handwriting carefully printed, not joined up, and there is a bit of boasting going on, saying that ‘the garden’ was now going to be used as a rabbit run. They had no garden, of course, just a 15 feet by 15 feet enclosed concrete yard, like everyone else.

[image: image]

Alfred went to the local Board school with the other boys and girls of his age from the neighbourhood, playing marbles in the gutters, collecting cigarette cards, hunting caterpillars and, when he had any money, going to the cinema on Saturday afternoons. He did a lot of drawings, copying famous sportsmen, or cartoons from the comics of the times. Many others did this too, but he moved on to do original work, sketching his school friends and teachers.

[image: image]

Where he was slightly different was in his passion for making lists. ‘On wet nights I stayed indoors, sitting by the window, keeping a census of all who passed in various categories: pedestrians, cyclists, horses and carts.’ Possibly this interest stemmed from his love of maths and facts and figures. He also went off on long solitary walks, to local parks and beauty spots and then further afield to the local moors and hills. He fell in love with maps, studying them for hours, copying them out. He created his own maps of Lancashire and the North, using different coloured pens and various elaborate symbols. There were probably no maps at home, but at school he had to copy and create maps in Geography lessons – many of which he kept all his life.

[image: image]

National events hardly impinged on his life, although he was aware of the sinking of the Titanic in 1912, and of course the First World War. Blackburn was never a main target for German aeroplanes, but a few bombs and zeppelins flew around. His father went into a munitions factory and his brother Frank, aged eighteen in 1914, was called up for the Army. Alfred was terribly proud of Frank, the tall, handsome, older brother, especially when he strode home in his uniform as a lance corporal.

Alice and Annie as they grew up revealed slightly different temperaments. Alice was quiet, serious and rather ladylike, which shows in her autobiographical fragment, while Annie was noisier, jollier and made people laugh. Alice started work around the age of twelve, mornings only, in a little local sweat shop, supposedly to learn stocking knitting, but found herself running errands and winding wool instead.

Then when I was 13, someone adviced [sic] Mother to let me go into the mill and learn winding, so into the mill I went and liked it very much.

Well, do I remember the first week I earned 10/2 when I drew my wage, I received a gold half sovereign. I was very proud and hurried home, in fact, I went through all the backs, so I could run and keep looking at the brightness of it. I carried it in my hand all the way, and, oh! the joy of placing it in Mother’s hand and the radiance of her face and the tears in her eyes, I can almost see her now when I think of it. She said she would try and give me a penny for every shilling I earned, but oftener than not she could only give me 1 penny a week. It was whilst I was at the same mill I had my first visit to Blackpool and my first glimpse of the sea (I never remembered the sea at Morecambe) The masters of the mill gave the workpeople a trip every year. I went, and what a thrill I got, it was the first time I had seen so much water, it seemed wonderful.

Alice didn’t stay long at the mill, never liking it, and perhaps being too ladylike for such grim, noisy surroundings and the earthy companionship. She got a job with a tailoring firm in the middle of Blackburn, eventually becoming a seamstress.

Annie went straight into the mill at twelve – part time, then full time at thirteen – and loved it straightaway. She had apparently been considered good enough to go on from the Board school, Accrington Road Elementary, to the Higher Elementary, but she refused, preferring to stay with her girl friends and go into the mill. She remained a mill girl for the rest of her working life.

Alice got married in 1920 at the age of twenty-six to John Fish, a time clerk in an iron foundry, whom she’d met at Furthergate church – and they eventually moved into a house just a few doors away from her parents at 323 Audley Range.

Alfred turned twelve in 1919, time to think about leaving school and start work, in the normal way of things. Many boys went into the mills as well, sweeping up, doing unskilled work, then learning a skill.

I rather fancied myself as an office boy. Sitting at a desk seemed to me preferable to standing at a loom and although I didn’t know anybody who worked in an office and had little idea of the nature of the duties I liked writing and was good at sums, attributes I thought would be necessary, and, besides, office work was considered superior, pay was higher and working hours shorter. My teachers too thought I shouldn’t go into the mills and urged me to continue my education at a higher elementary school in the town centre. The prospect appalled me. This was a much posher school, standards were higher and I might be a dunce. I wouldn’t know anybody there, the boys came from better homes, and the move would involve expenses of shoes, decent clothes and tram fares on wet days, expenses I knew my mother could not afford without further sacrifices. But although she would have welcomed another wage in the house, she wanted me to go. So I went in great trepidation, feeling I was cutting adrift from my pals and things familiar, and going into the unknown.

Alfred need not have worried. He’d been top in most subjects at his old school and turned out top in most things again at his new school. This was right in the middle of Blackburn, not far from the Town Hall, and was officially called the Higher Elementary School. It was built just before the war, so it was relatively new, and was usually known as Blakey Moor school, from its location in the street still called Blakey Moor. Originally, it had been a piece of leftover moorland, kept as waste ground for use for fairs or markets, but this had long since been built over.

Today, the school itself has gone, along with Accrington Road Elementary, Alfred’s previous school. This had been a Board school where many kids were ragged, or dressed in handed-down clothes from older brothers, clogs on their feet, their noses often running. Blakey Moor was a definite step up, where pupils were meant to be a bit smarter and with luck would go into minor white collar jobs.

In the same year, in the same class with him was George Haworth. ‘There were fifty in our class, boys and girls but mainly boys. I can still recall the names of thirty of the boys, but only ten girls. Shall I tell them you? I lie awake at night remembering them when I can’t sleep. One of the girls in the class was Jessica Lofthouse, you know, who wrote those Lancashire books, but she wasn’t as sound on her facts as Wainwright.

‘I remember Alf very well. Very good results he always had. He was rather reserved and aloof, very tall with red hair. He didn’t mix much. He went on a lot later about the Rovers, but I don’t remember him going to matches at the time. He never discussed players with me. I did, all the time. I can tell you every team from the 1920s. Do you want to hear?’

George left school at sixteen, after his matriculation, going to work for a bleach firm in Manchester, then returned to Blackburn to run the Post Office in Furthergate. ‘I knew his mother and sisters very well. Nice people. The way Alfred later described his sisters as just being mill girls was a bit unfair. They were, but you wouldn’t have thought so. I’ve no memory of his father. I think they kept him quiet.’

In 1971, George retired and moved to Arnside, where he still lives, aged eighty-eight. He wrote to Wainwright when he became famous, recalling their time at Blakey Moor. ‘He wrote back and said it wasn’t a happy year. That’s not my recollection. He seemed very happy to me at the time . . .’

Alfred was often teased about his fiery red hair at school – ‘an embarrassment that led me to wear a cap when out of doors to avoid or minimise the shouts of “Carrots” that followed me along the street’. He was certainly pleased enough with his progress at Blakey Moor to have kept, all his life, a collection of school exercises, reports and essays. (Nothing, alas, has survived from his Accrington Road days.)

In his half-yearly report for 1920 he was top in the class with 90%. Almost all the comments, by the individual teachers, were ‘excellent’. His English was particularly good, with 49 out of 50 for Grammar and Composition. For Maths he got 50 out of 50. Drawing was also pretty high – 47 out of 50 – but he wasn’t so hot at French, coming only fourth in the class with 82 out of 100. It wasn’t a subject he found much use for later in life, but it was a sign that Blakey Moor was quite a superior school, by teaching French at all. It was, of course, not in the same league as Blackburn’s truly superior school, Queen Elizabeth’s Grammar School, re-founded 1567, where the middle classes sent their sons, for relatively modest fees, preparing them for the professions. Still as grand today, now that it’s independent once again, it boasts in its current advertisement that it gets twenty-one places a year at Oxbridge.
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As well as keeping the maps of England which he drew for school work, Alfred also kept some of his essays. In one he wrote that the best stories are adventure stories, and noted that he’d just been reading The Gorilla Hunters and The Children of the New Forest. He also liked school stories – ‘because they give us the idea of what “playing the game” is’. Sounds as if he should have been at Queen Elizabeth’s. He also retained several of his Arithmetic tests, which is more unusual. Sums are sums, why keep them for ever, even if they were all correct.

Perhaps the most interesting item from his year at Blakey Moor is an essay entitled ‘My Future’, written on 8 March 1920, when he was aged thirteen.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Work Days, 1920–31

On 19 October 1920, Alfred received a note from the Borough Engineer’s office inviting him for a job interview. He’d heard they were looking for an office boy and had decided to apply. His headmaster advised against it, saying he should stay on and sit his matriculation exam, but Alfred was determined to leave. He wanted to help his mother by bringing in some extra money, as his father was still drinking heavily.

A job at the Town Hall was considered a sure sign of success for a working-class boy, a job for life if you kept your nose clean, and a job with social prestige. In Blackburn’s Town Hall, you also got to work in a rather distinguished building. The Town Hall was built in 1856, at the beginning of Blackburn’s industrial greatness, so they had wanted something suitably impressive. For £30,000, they got a large, Italianate edifice, built like a grand palazzo. It’s still today the handsomest building in Blackburn, though rather ruined by a modern monstrosity next door, known as the New Town Hall.

There used to be an equally famous landmark nearby called the Market Hall Clock Tower, but it was destroyed by civic vandalism in 1964. There was a golden ball on the top of the clock tower which rose at noon each day, then descended at one o’clock when a gun was sounded at the Town Hall, a practice which continued until 1931. No wonder Town Hall employees felt pretty grand themselves, even humble office boys.

Alfred got the job, and what seemed to him the magnificent wage of 15 shillings a week. ‘I ran all the way home to tell my mother. My spending money increased from a penny to 1/3d a week; a penny in the shilling being the customary reward for wage earners. I would now be able to go to a better cinema and attend Rovers’ matches instead of having to stand outside the ground trying to assess the scoring from the shouts of the crowd instead. This was affluence indeed; I was beginning to feel like a man.’

Not quite. He was still in short trousers, despite being almost six feet tall, and on his first day at work he turned up in his school collar, a celluloid affair, fastened at the neck with a stud. He was taken aside by the head of the office and told that office workers wore ties. He got one next day from his big brother, but it was a couple of years before he took the plunge into long trousers.

There were remarks at work about his ginger hair, but nothing too annoying. More worrying was his eyesight. He’d noticed at elementary school that he’d had to sit in the front row to read the blackboard, and at the cinema if he wanted to read the captions to the silent films, and at Ewood Park if he wanted to make out Rovers’ new signing, so he saved up until he had a guinea, enough to get his eyes tested and acquire a pair of spectacles. He chose rimless ones, thinking they would be less noticeable. ‘There was a silly stigma about the wearing of glasses by young people; it was said that a boy who wore glasses would never get a girl, and vice versa even more so.’

After three years, he was transferred to the Borough Treasurer’s Department where he was told the chances of advancement were better. This was a much smarter, more prestigious department with staff from middle-class families, many of whom had been to the Grammar School. Alfred felt rather inferior at first, both socially and intellectually, but he was very keen to get on, his ambition being to earn £5 a week. It was soon pointed out to him, however, that this was virtually impossible. Unless he had the proper professional qualifications, there would be no further promotion. All around him, young men of the same age were hard at it every evening, studying for exams. Alfred found out that his headmaster had been right, he should have stayed on and passed his matriculation.

To catch up with his colleagues, he had first of all to take what was called a preliminary examination – which they were exempt from, being grammar school cads. This meant going to night-school, returning to the sort of school lessons he thought he’d given up for ever, English, Maths, History and Geography. There was also a form of self-improvement involved. He became proud of his command of English, written English mostly, as his Lancashire accent was as strong as ever, and he found himself feeling superior to his old friends from school. They were now working in Blackburn’s mills and factories, and ended all sentences with ‘you know’ and ‘like’ and massacred verbs by saying ‘you was’ and ‘I were’. ‘Gradually I withdrew from the company of old acquaintances and preferred to be solitary, no doubt earning a reputation as a snob.’

At work, he took a pride in his ledgers, believing they should not only be accurate but works of art in themselves.

I liked working with figures and proving them accurate by finding them all in balance at year end. There was satisfaction in preparing annual accounts that I knew to be absolutely correct in every detail. I had been taught at primary school to write legibly and keep my exercise books tidy, lessons I never forgot, and it was a fetish of mine, almost an obsession, to keep my ledgers neat, columns of figures being in strict alignment and written narratives as clear to read as typeset print. I took a great pride in my account books and conducted by example a personal rebellion against sloppy work, a prime cause of mistakes and wasted time.

After he’d passed his prelims, the real slog began if he was to qualify as a municipal accountant. This introduced new subjects like accountancy, auditing, economics and local government law. The exams cost money to take and were expensive to prepare for. He wrote around for the cheapest set of correspondence courses and found one at seven guineas which he could pay in monthly instalments. He prepared a work schedule for himself, all colour coded and beautifully laid out, setting himself so many hours work every evening.

I worked hard at this, denied the home comforts of my colleagues, studying in a cold bedroom under a flickering gas jet, and trying to concentrate despite the street noises and sounds from downstairs, which too often included the ravings of a drunken father. I sacrificed all my leisure time, except for weekly visits to the cinema and the Rovers, losing touch completely with former mates who still gathered at the street corner and had now added the pursuit of girls to their repertoire of pastimes.

Looking back later in his memory, the whole of the 1920s seemed to be totally devoted to study, which was technically true, as his various examinations did go on for almost ten years. He became a reclusive figure in his private life, but at work he soon began to make new friends.

Lawrence Wolstenholme, born in May 1909, was two years younger than Wainwright, and also went to Blakey Moor school but stayed until sixteen, joining the Borough Treasurer’s office in 1925. He was an enthusiastic walker, and had been much further afield than Alfred who so far had only done local walks. ‘When he heard I’d been to the Lakes’, said Wolstenholme, ‘we became friends. We found we talked the same language. We both loved books about climbing in the Alps and the Himalayas, especially by Frank Smyth. It was meat and drink to us. It was very romantic, to seventeen- and eighteen-year-old youths in Blackburn, to plan in our minds walks in the Himalayas.’

In idle moments at his desk, Alfred drew imaginary programmes of walks in the Himalayas. He also drew cartoons and drawings of footballers, the sort he’d done at school, but very soon he started on the people in the office, using words this time as well as pictures. They were done on small scraps of paper, then stapled together, like a little booklet. When he finished one, he would throw it across to Lawrence’s desk, to amuse him or keep him back from his work.

Lawrence, who later became Borough Treasurer of Blackburn, and in 1995 was still living in the town, kept a large bundle of Wainwright drawings. One of them shows Alfred, Lawrence and another colleague, Fred Sellers, as footballers. ‘The Ideal Half-back Line – Skill, Speed, Beauty.’ Fred Sellers was very small while both Lawrence and Alfred were tall, over six feet. Lawrence had big sticking-out ears and was classified as Speed while Alfred labelled himself ‘Beauty’. Was this a joke, or did he fancy himself? ‘He had his hair thick at the front and combed back. He thought he was the double of a film star of the time called Rod La Roque.’

[image: image]

The earliest surviving of the little booklets is dated August 1925 and entitled ‘The Pictorial Gazette – the unofficial organ of the accountancy office, Boro Treasurer’s Dept.’ It is fairly crude, in the artistic sense, with few words and lots of empty spaces. There are jokes at the expense of Fred Sellers’ height: ‘A shilling fund has been started to provide Mr Sellers with a collapsable [sic] ladder. Will subscribers please forward their subscriptions to Mr Wainwright, Hon Treasurer.’ He did a cartoon of himself, with the headline ‘A Modern Romeo (Now that Valentino is dead, he is without a rival)’. Wishful thinking, presumably. Most of it is sixth-form humour, young chaps amusing each other. Later, however, these little booklets became more sophisticated in their art work and layout, almost up to publication standards. Did he ever see himself as a cartoonist or satirist instead of an accountant? He clearly showed a talent and an interest, but he doesn’t appear to have thought of it as a proper job, or ever contemplated trying to get pieces published in his local newspaper.
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The office was a large one, with between fifty and sixty people all together. The Treasurer was R. G. Pye, and jokes about him appear in most of Alfred’s booklets. There was a Deputy Treasurer, J. Bennett, and a Chief Accountancy Assistant, N. W. E. Hamm, both of whom in turn became Borough Treasurer. Below them were about six other qualified accountants who knew they would eventually have to move on, to get promotion. Alfred and his particular friends, all in their early twenties, were in the next ranking, trainee accountants, still plodding through the endless examinations. They sat in the open part of the wood-panelled office at their high mahogany desks, working away at their ledgers, sucking their pens, wondering what their future might be. Below them were the clerks.

Almost all of them were men. There were only two women actually in the office – although outside, on the counter where the rents were paid, there was often a couple of older women. The Treasurer’s secretary was Edna Panter, in her thirties, who was also doing the examinations; this was most unusual for the period, even being allowed to try. She got through the early stages, but never qualified. Another younger woman was Betty Ditchfield who acted as the Treasurer’s assistant secretary.

‘A lot of the men fell for Betty,’ says Lawrence, ‘including several married men, but I don’t think there were ever any affairs in the office. Alfred fell for Betty as well, but I’m sure it was all innocent.’

Lawrence remembers a girl in the outer office whom Alfred also liked. ‘She was orginally Nellie Lynch, then became Nellie Morrison until her husband died. Then she got married again and became Nellie Myerscough. He died as well.’

One of Alfred’s particular jobs in the office was to organize whip rounds for people when they left or got married. ‘He had a list which he sent round, and people had to write in whether they were contributing a shilling or 1/6d. He kept this list so if you were leaving the office, or getting married, he’d show you what you’d contributed in the past and say well, you can’t expect much, as you haven’t given much . . .’

Another colleague of the same age was Bob Alker. He was born in 1909, educated at Queen Elizabeth’s Grammar School, and joined the office in May 1926 as a junior clerk. He too remembers Alfred’s passion for Betty Ditchfield, and later got to know her very well, as his wife, Mona, became her close friend. Betty, like his wife, was a Christian Scientist. She was also a keep-fit fanatic who didn’t drink and never ate on Sundays.

‘She was only small, but not curvacious the way young girls are today, but every man in the office took to her. She had a good personality. Mind you, there are men attracted to any young woman of her age, and she was the only one. She was born in 1911, so she was four years younger than Alf. When the war began, and we got younger lasses in the office, she had more competition.

‘Alf took a great shine to her. He overheard her telling someone one Friday that she was planning to climb Pendle Hill on the Saturday. She got to the top and there was AW waiting for her. He was besotted by her. They had a long conversation. I don’t know the details, but Betty told my wife about it later, and at the end of it, she said AW was in tears . . .’

‘Later on, when I got to know her well, I discovered she felt very bitter towards men. I don’t think Alf would have been happy with her, not in the physical sense. It wouldn’t have worked, from what I knew of her. She was one of four children and her father had left the mother when she was young. She had been engaged to get married but her fiancé went off three weeks before the marriage. She got married late in life, marrying a widower who soon fell ill and became an invalid. She had no children. Alf never forgot her.

‘We did spend a lot of time in the office discussing women, not just Betty. I can well remember Alf’s pubescent sort of conversation which came across those tall desks as we sat in the accountancy office, not the sort of conversation for the ears of any gently brought up young women.’

What sort of stuff, Bob? These days, it’s hard to imagine that we could be shocked by what you young shavers discussed in the 1920s.

Bob, eighty-four and a widower, was sitting in his bungalow in Garstang, looking very fit and cheerful. He has enjoyed ‘hammering the superannuation fund’ since he retired twenty-four years ago as Area Accountant for Norweb in Preston. ‘Oh, it was just lads’ talk. I remember Alf saying he’d like to give it to one particular woman. He could be a bit lurid, in both his conversation and his letters to his close friends, but he wasn’t the only man to indulge in Lothario fantasies.

‘He was very good at his job. I went to book-keeping classes with him when we were youngsters and had just started the exams, and the first time I saw his handwriting I was amazed. “Eeh, Alf, what lovely handwriting,” I said. He was proud of it.’

In those days, of course, all schools taught handwriting as a subject, and there were fierce penalties for those who did poor work, but Alfred was exceptionally good. It ran in the family as his mother and sisters had fine handwriting. (Alice’s memoir, quoted earlier, was in green ink – a colour often favoured by AW.)

‘Alf used to sing in the office when we were doing up the pay packets on a Friday,’ recalls Bob. ‘It took a whole day, filling the little brown envelopes for all the council workers, hundreds of them. Those on duty, about six of us, had to sit in a little room and Alf would lead the singing. “One Alone” was his favourite. He wasn’t really a mixer, but he was well liked.’

At home, all his spare time was still spent slogging at his examination work, apart from the cinema or watching Rovers on a Saturday afternoon. He didn’t make it to Wembley for their Cup Final success of 1928, but he celebrated at a friend’s house where they listened to it on the wireless.

On 20 March 1931, a telegram arrived for him at the office. It went first to the Borough Treasurer who called Bob Alker over, telling him to find Wainwright, saying it was important. ‘Alf was paying out the Poor Law at the time and I said, “Here, Alf, this is for you, it’s supposed to be important”.’

The telegram said: ‘HEARTIEST CONGRATULATIONS ON PASSING INTERMEDIATE EXAMINATION AND OBTAINING SECOND PLACE AND PRIZE.’ A letter followed confirming the news, saying his prize would be two guineas and that he should come to the Annual Conference of the Institute of Municipal Treasurers and Accountants in Brighton in order to receive it.

‘I went reluctantly, never having been south of Manchester before, and was glad to get back on the next train.’

A couple of years later Alfred passed the final part of the accountancy exams, and so after ten years of solid study and devotion to duty he became an Associate of his professional body, entitled to put the letters AIMTA (Hons) after his name. Which he did. And one of the first places was on a joke advertisement for a School of Municipal Accountancy – Principal A Wainwright – passed round the office to amuse his friends. Oddly, he changed the name of Lawrence Wolstenholme to Wolstencroft. An error, or an in-joke we do not know.
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CHAPTER FIVE

First Lakeland Visit, 1930

Alfred Wainwright first visited the Lake District in 1930 – an event that changed his life. He was aged twenty-three, a late starter in some senses as rambling and fellwalking in Lakeland was a very popular activity for young people of the time, and there were colleagues and friends at work who had already been there. By now he had some money in his pocket, no commitments, except to his mother to whom he felt very grateful. Lakeland was only sixty miles away, after all, with regular and reasonably priced trains and buses. So what kept him? Nervousness, perhaps. He had never been away from home on holiday before. All his outings so far had been day trips. It seemed to him ‘another world, beyond reach, unattainable’. He needed a suitable companion, not feeling brave enough to do it on his own, and so he ‘recruited’ a cousin, his word, which would indicate a bit of leaning on, suggesting that none of his office colleagues was keen enough or available. The cousin was Eric Beardsall, the son of his mother’s sister Annie, who was working as a clerk for the local council in Penistone. And so they set off, with their shilling haversacks, stout shoes but no boots or waterproofs, a party of two, taking the bus from Blackburn to Kendal.

In junk shops and car boot sales you can still come across faded albums of little, poorly composed snaps of Lake District holidays taken by
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