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To my grandsons

Arthur and Eric




The past is never dead. It's not even past.

William Faulkner




Author’s Note

This is a memoir of my early life, the lives of my family and friends and of the town of Wigton in which I lived.

I have written about some of these events before in fiction. My past and the town have been subjects to which I’ve returned many times. I wanted to revisit it in a chronicle drawn from memory. There are misrememberings, I’m sure, and now and then a patch of embroidery to make sense of a scene. But I have tried here to follow the most forceful of the memories and allow that to dictate the book, which in the first half makes it more of a series of impressions in no strict order, when I was finding my way.

There then comes a crisis, a time when I had to rebuild my life and discover how I could hold it together. To find a way to gather up the pieces.

This is the personal experience of someone who feels very lucky to have been alive in such a place at such a time.





Chapter One

I was brought up in a house of lies. The lies were intended to be kind. Some lies help. Through time some lies become as powerful as truths, like an implant in your body that comes from the body of someone else but becomes part of you. Maybe some lies make your life better, even stronger. But many lies only appear to be benign. ‘Evasions’ would be a kinder word but, looking back, ‘lies’ seems more truthful.

I could feel the lies. Even then, even young. Now they seem like small corpses buried along the way.

There was a mystery in the house, so hidden you could not see it or hear it but you could sense it. That sense of lying hung around the house like a wraith of smoke. Once or twice there would be a mild cruelty from one of the adults. Do you know who you really are, little boy, only child among the chair legs and the clutter of people?

If I were caught lying, I would be punished.

The lies have lost their sting over the years, but the scars remain, to be scratched, sometimes almost affectionately. Surely there was no harm done. Surely little if any was intended – and isn’t it the intention that causes the wound? But a cast of mind, a view of the world was partly formed in that childhood web; and the adult world would have its own lies, lying in wait.

There is a photograph of my grandmother, Mrs Gilbertson, sitting in the yard on a sunny day. Photographs of such as her were rare in her time. Days sufficiently sunny to haul out an armchair were few. She sits, wide-hipped and large, a Victorian matriarch. In the few Victorian and Edwardian snaps I have seen of her family all of them wear stern expressions, as if the moment was too important to trivialise. Or perhaps to show that they were as worth consideration as anyone else who had achieved the status of being photographed. Mrs Gilbertson, often stern, is here at ease, almost smiling, as I like to remember her. She was the great love of my mother’s early life, a figure of impregnable respectability.

She died when I was six. She was laid out in a coffin on a sofa that dominated the largely unused parlour. There was also an unused piano. The sofa was flanked by two matching chairs decked with doilies to protect them against those who so rarely sat in them. A print of The Haywain decorated the mantelpiece. I was allowed to go and see her on my own. After a while I grew unsure about this death. Her face was just as it had been, just as white, the cheeks very pouchy. It became unbearable just to sit still and do nothing. I stood up, glanced around the empty room and looked over the edge of the coffin. With the index finger of my right hand I poked her smooth white plump cheek. I think the finger left a dent.

There was also a report from about the same time of my grandmother sitting on her chair, this time in the kitchen, crying out, ‘Don’t hit the boy!’

When my father set out to clip or smack me I would – I was told – scurry under my grandmother’s chair, which was all but wedged in a corner. I could get through the gap but my dad couldn’t and I doubt he would have dared to try. This was not abuse. It was the sudden and quickly passing loss of temper of someone back home for a few days, raw from his experiences in the world at war. And I’m sure I was spiky towards this intruder who had come back from war and in some way taken over my role.

Later he gave me his creed. Never be a coward. Respect those who are less fortunate. You are better than no one. But no one is better than you. He told me he had heard that in a sermon during the war and never forgotten it.

He could tug me in like a kite whenever he had a mind. This makes him seem severe: he wasn’t. He was strong. He enjoyed telling us about his past – as a boots boy, as a boy farm labourer, and some of his misadventures in the air force. He made his past seem happy by laughing at what had happened along the way.

But there were other times. One of his sisters told me – when I was eight and stayed with her for a week while my parents moved house – that one farmer he worked for was so mean that she and her sister feared that Stanley, my father, would starve. The sisters, Elsie and Mary, worked on a nearby farm. On Sundays, she said, they would walk the ‘few miles’ to see their brother – on Sunday afternoon he would be ‘free’ – and take him food they had saved throughout the week. His lodging was in a loft space in the barn. ‘We just sat and watched him eat,’ Elsie said. ‘His bit of a room was well away from the house.’ There was a second parcel handed over ‘to keep him going’.

His temper, though quickly over, made me wary of him but no less respectful and no less loving, a word never uttered in that house except in popular songs. He was a good father however much I annoyed him in the early years. Boys were hit by men at that time. If a friend of my dad’s caught me out of order, he would feel perfectly entitled to clip my ear. If a teacher was met by disobedience he would cane you, and if you told your father (which would be a foolish move), he would inevitably say, ‘You must have deserved it.’ My father, like his father, was strong, hot-tempered at times, but a kind man and with pacific qualities that were to be tested to the limit.

Most disturbing of all, my grandmother – ‘Don’t hit the boy!’ – was not my grandmother at all; she was not my mother’s real mother. This was never said but I’m sure I could sense the fracture.

I did not discover the truth of this until I was into my teens.

Mrs Gilbertson, as well as having her own children, fostered others. My mother was one such. Unacknowledged. The main – though not the only – source of the lies. My mother had been fostered out very early on. She insistently referred to Mrs Gilbertson warmly as ‘Mother’. But now and then, a slip of the tongue and something would be said, quickly covered up but there, a question with no answers.

Her real mother appeared in my life only a handful of times when I was … ten? Twelve? We would sit at either end of the kitchen table, the two of us, abandoned by my embarrassed mother, and attempt a conversation. There was always half a crown, once or twice a ten-shilling note, as she left. Who she was, where from, what she did, how she lived – none of that was explained. When I was seventeen, she died. The news washed across me, leaving, I thought then, no trace.

But these brief moments remain – remembered or misremembered. I wish I had known her. I wish she had known me. Now, as I write this, I think about her more than ever. I miss not having known her. She must have endured great sadness. I hope I am wrong. I hope she gathered strength to find a better life than the cruel morals of the time had imposed on her. Which was that she had to leave the child in the town and herself leave the town and find work elsewhere. She went over the border into Scotland.

From a small place of five thousand people and twelve buildings for Christian worship.

My mother was dutiful and I remember that when Belle – I was finally told her name – grew old and weak, she offered to take her in, come and live with us. But it was too late and Belle declined.

My mother was illegitimate, a bastard, a word of historic damnation, spoiled goods from birth. Fostered, she must have felt branded. She left school at fourteen and eventually found work in the clothing factory.

I regret that years ago I did not ask some of the older women in the town about the young Belle. And why did I not set myself to find out who my ‘real’ grandfather was? Many would have known. I can’t understand why I was not curious until recently. Perhaps because my mother was always so emphatic that Mrs Gilbertson was ‘Mother’. Her husband was dead so there was no ‘Father’ but the house did not lack men.

What I realised too late was that those in the town who chronicled its lives would have been fully aware of the story and the players over two or three generations of this not uncommon tragedy. Belle left the town. But him? Her – what can we call him? Not ‘lover’ – or was he? Was he forced to act against his better self? Was he already married, or under the lash of parents who thought Belle not good enough? (The evidence would be plain to see. After all, as people would have said, she had ‘got herself pregnant’, a bewildering application of the Virgin Birth.) Or was he just weak and with enough money to pay Mrs Gilbertson for her services?

But while Belle had left the town, he presumably had stayed. What if he had other children? Were there half-brothers or -sisters, by their daily presence dumbly taunting my mother, and also shadowing me throughout my childhood? Very possibly. At the least there would be remarks and recognitions my mother would have learned to weather, while I had never been told a thing. How strong she must have been. She was clever, observant, emotionally focused. She must have sensed, must have heard whispers, which said, ‘This is your father,’ or ‘That is your half-sister, half-brother.’ She must have found a way to absorb it and to insulate me. Legitimacy was imperative in that small town at that time.

For me, now, it is uncomfortable, even unbearable in retrospect, to realise that to many of the townspeople you were someone other than you thought you were. Was your best friend your half-brother? That younger dark-haired girl who resembled your mother and you looked at so intently: was she your half-sister?

There was a kind of omertà in the town, a code of silence, as far as I was concerned.

I now think I remember glances intent and knowing. I want to track them down, these absent relatives, even if they are dead. But somehow I have inherited omertà or, in English, ‘Let sleeping dogs lie.’ A fear that what had been borne for so long would flare into life with complications too hard to bear at a time when nothing could be done. The danger of much worse embarrassment and pain was surely the most likely outcome and best avoided for all our sakes. Or have I become so cocooned in lies that I prefer to avoid the truth? Or afraid of its outcome? Last year I did make an effort. The agency I contacted said there was too little evidence to go on and, besides, all the key ‘players’ (their word) would be dead. Which just spurred me to try harder and then to decide against it. I was looking for my own benefit only. It was selfish. It was too late.

Maybe I was not meant to know. Unanswered questions can become comforting speculations. As I grow older, I look for answers in memory, as I do in writing this book, rather than research. The unknown, in so many ways, draws you into veiling mists and there can be peace in that.

But I still ‘see’ them now when I go to Wigton: unacknowledged kin from a parallel universe.

But where’s the damage in a habit of lying if it does not bring hurt? But it does. It always does, if only to the liar himself. ‘Mrs Gilbertson was Mother to me,’ said my mother.

‘Don’t hit the boy!’ she said to my father.

I cannot remember him once hitting the boy.




Chapter Two

This book is embedded in Wigton, which is one of its leading characters.

From an early age the town became a theatre, a stage for ever-changing dramas. I saw its cast on the streets and each one played his or her part, from boys in clogs shod with iron caulkers that sent out sparks when you kicked them hard on the sandstone kerbs, to men in polished riding boots and jaunty trilbies, cheerfully grinning at life; from the perpetually hungry children with the melancholy of the undernourished to the comfortably replete, straining waistcoat buttons all but bursting. Two factories kept the workers off the streets.

There were the unemployed, observing the place like natural philosophers, on the dole, leaning against pub walls, hands dug deep into pockets, clocking the world and spitting into the gutter until opening time. Often blamed because they could find no work, long numbed and damned by persistent rejection, bruised wives sometimes, not splitting on them. Respectable men nodding and waving confidently in their Redmayne’s suits, double-breasted, professional men calmly patrolling their domain; working women in black, old at forty, glad to greet each other and add to the daily story; other women more aloof, dressed a cut above, nodding selectively. Salami-thin degrees of class. Streets plagued with scruffy, ragged-arsed, rampant young boys and some of the bolder girls in constant motion with hoops and skipping ropes, racing around the central maze of the town, able to tack through its tortuous pathways effortlessly, only rarely exposing themselves to the two main thoroughfares – King Street and High Street.

There were entrances and exits from every alley, and slits between buildings, down which children slid into tiny yards or ran into other winding lanes. We lived on that stage, hugger-mugger, no escape, interwoven narrow passages from one street to another, like a plot that held together the daily drama, perfect for community and infection. Curious dwellings left over from previous centuries, minuscule decaying houses up stone steps marooned, like homes in fairy stories, others down cellar steps into basements once deliberately kept damp to help the weavers of a previous century. There were rooms spanned like an arched bridge across a narrow street, high up; and quaint shops as individual as their proprietors who lived above them.

The town was our globe. Little to keep children in those cramped quarters. The streets were our living rooms. Often it was meal-by-meal shopping and, for grown-ups, for stopping and talking, turning gossip into dramas, gossip as a script topped up every day. The word ‘community’ is sometimes drowned in too sweet a nostalgia. Not here. Not then. The town was an inexhaustible subject for its clannish inhabitants.

Funerals proved this. Blinds were drawn on all shop windows when a hearse passed by. People stood silently still. Men took off their hats or caps. One of their own was passing, the town a lesser place now.

A few people from country houses, so grand they seemed a different breed, would pop into the town to shop. Some made a point of saying a decent ‘hello’; others nodded rather extravagantly. There were yet others who fancied themselves, whose appearances and posh twang you saved up for mimicking. There were people you steered clear of, occasionally a stranger, beguiling or dangerous. Mostly we were looking out for and finding the rhythms of the ordinary, of appearances and disappearances, growing and ageing, the constant flow of women out to shop attached to small children too young for school. Plenty of schools in waiting, and places of worship, and Mr Cusack’s Palace Cinema – three films a week and a children’s matinee on Saturday mornings.

There was the undercurrent, persistent, largely ignored. A swathe of families who had not cast off the disablements of a nineteenth-century Dickensian poverty. Their half-starved children would wear old plimsolls at school with no socks even in midwinter, crusts for breakfast. Free milk at school was the real breakfast. They had been hammered into the most menial tasks well before the First World War, adrift often on the dole at best in the mid-wars’ national nervous breakdown, fodder again in the Second World War and even now, in the dawn that was the National Health Service, they were still stuck. Somehow they seemed to be left out, not yet chosen for the new council houses with inside lavatories, gardens and three bedrooms on the new estates that were beginning to encircle the town. Many were still without access. Aspiration was too exhausting. The crushed nature of their history seemed to prevent them from taking the first step on the post-war ladder.

Men from the workhouse drifted down from their Station Hill home to haunt the town in daylight, like ghosts hoping to find a place to rest. And there were the lame, the ‘slow’, the very old and very ill, still, most of them, cared for by family inside already crowded houses, brought out for the sun or a small event, to disappear again into what a visitor would see as the irredeemable drabness of the central cluster of the old town.

The town was swept by TB just after the war. My mother and I both caught it. Like many others, as a child I slept in the same bed as my mother. Diseases spread rapidly, especially in those cramped central streets and in houses almost empty of Things: no carpet, few chairs, maybe a bust sofa from a sale or a friend. But they were still game, these poverty-stricken families. Proud Wigtonians. Passionately patriotic. Still up for wars, and eager to be drawn into the town’s common events, hopeless to others, but not to each other, under the waves but refusing to drown. There were no beggars in the town, but at that time there were always tramps. Crippled by the war, looking for peace, passing through.

There were war heroes – four unshowy men highly decorated for outstanding bravery in the trenches of the Somme – and there were ‘bad ’uns’. Petty thieves, sometimes worse, one or two not unknown to Durham jail, often looking for trouble. Looking for a fight, trying to find money to drink enough to become drunk; scavengers, poachers, apparently aimless but somehow preserving old ways of surviving deprivation. These were to be avoided save by those like my mother who had been to school with their mothers.

As a shot of the exotic, there were the nuns from the big convent attached to the Catholic church. They dressed like the Virgin Mary in the stained-glass windows of St Mary’s Anglican Church. They usually moved around the town in pairs or leading crocodiles of shaven-headed orphans who had their strict home in the Roman Catholic settlement. The lines stepped off the pavement for the professional men known to the nuns, or for rich farmers with fine sports jackets, blooming with weathered health, now and then sporting a flowing silk pocket handkerchief and a smart waistcoat, on their way to a whisky, to team up with the men who knew about horses. Horses and pony traps, more common in the mid-forties than the few uniformly black cars and heavy ungeared bicycles. Most people walked. The streets were made for walking.




Chapter Three

My grandmother’s many relatives became mine. Uncles, aunts, numerous cousins were part of who I was and mostly welcomed by me as kindly people. This would be up to the age of seven. Perhaps to find a way through undeclared confusion, I had contracted an occasional habit for lying. I look at it now in much the same category as measles – my mother said she made sure I contracted measles because it ‘got rid of them’ – or chickenpox, or the plague of boils I had in 1946, proud daily counting, fifteen on one leg, eleven on the other, or whooping cough, again supposed to be a blessing in disguise. Some disguise. The racket I made ricocheted through the house, like bursts from a machine-gun. And there was at the age of six or seven that bout of TB, which I don’t remember.

Lies crept in. Sometimes they were tolerated – I went through a patch of telling non-‘relatives’ that I was a twin. He was a boy from the circus I had seen. I worked out an independent life for us and I would consult him about certain matters. It didn’t last long. My invention was small change compared to the reality. Such was the urge to load me with relatives that it appeared half the townspeople were to be known as ‘aunty’ or ‘uncle’ or just ‘related’. It could be suffocating; it could also be part of a surveillance system.

‘Everyone knew everybody.’ Child surveillance was constant and omnipresent. You were rarely further than two or three enquiries – ‘Have you seen …?’, ‘Where was he?’ – before you were discovered. I did not realise then that the effectiveness of that system also guaranteed a sensation of total liberty – on the streets and alleys and in the fields. I believe that this was common for centuries in crowded working-class communities. It was a community strength. Unfortunately it also acted as an intelligence service.

Then there were real lies. I had started school early, aged four, since my father was in the war. I loved it. The mighty rocking horse in the corner of Form One, the sandpit beside it, the vast ‘picture’ of God just as he should be – a kindly-looking old man with snowy hair and beard – and Miss Ivison, the teacher, old-fashioned in her long black dress even in our tiny experience, with a broad Cumbrian accent, and a long wooden pointer that jabbed at the multiplication tables we chanted every morning – number verses, doggerel that will never be erased, ‘Four times four is sixteen, five times five is twenty-five, ten times ten is a hundred.’ She had a method for teaching us to read that she would not reveal, and when, much later, I asked her how she did it, ‘I have my own ways,’ she said, and that was all she said.

But most of all, even at that age, the boys played football in the school yard. When a ball could be found, never a ‘proper’ ball, just anything round would do, a game would start up, in a street, in twilight, into the dark.

A year or two later when my father came back from the war, football was one of our mutual interests.

There were few ways I could impress my father who overwhelmingly impressed me. I lied about football at school. Every Friday – I can’t believe I had the nerve to be so flamboyant – I told him of a goal or two I had scored or, on a good day, three. He seemed very pleased. In fact in real life I just about managed to be between useless and average.

My father was a member of the Lion and Lamb quiz club, which met in that pub on Sundays from opening time at noon to a reluctant move to dinner at about 1.30 p.m. So was Mr Purdham, a local man from a poor home who had become a battleship commander in the war. He returned to the town to serve the two-year stint of teaching that was part of his heroically won place in a teacher-training college and decided to stay. He was headmaster of the infant school.

When the subject of football games came up, he ‘put my father right’.

Soon afterwards my father suggested we walk down to the railway station. Our house at that time was in a yard off Station Road. It was as near nirvana as I could envisage. Trains, steam, the Meccano-style bridge over the tracks on which you could stand and let the train pass under you once or twice, letting out steam to bathe you in a mysterious warm cloud. A little later, when I knew about such things, I saw this as an equivalence of Jesus Christ’s ascension into Heaven. And there was my uncle – not – Uncle John, who worked there as a porter and would let me do odd jobs.

Halfway down Station Road there were the police station, a row of police houses, and the local court. On that walk my father stopped and pointed to it and asked me if I knew what it was. I said I did. And what happened to people who told lies? I can’t remember my answer but I knew instantly that he meant football. I froze. What happened to people who lied, he said, if the police found out – as they always did – was that they would be arrested and locked up in prison. He pointed out the police station. They could stay there a long time. I never forgot it. He must have known I lied only to impress him yet that did not count. He never mentioned it again.

Match reports stopped for ever more. And for months at least I thought I was going to Hell and nothing could prevent it. Hell was already real. Sunday school had seen to that. Now Hell was inside Wigton police station, just down Station Road.

In the period this book spans I lived in three places. I remember very little of the first one. It was a two-up one-down in a yard at the bottom of Union Street, where my mother was born. One of a huddle of four, which shared a washhouse and an outside lavatory, it was a typical house in the town at that time. The rent was low, the only thing my father could afford. We lived there from my birth for about a year and a half. Then came my grandmother’s house, my mother’s old home, in Council House Yard off Station Road, into which my mother and I moved after the war began. It was a big place, called a council house because it had been purchased by the council. Finally, when I was eight, we moved into a flat above the pub where my father became its tenant landlord.

There were three rooms downstairs in Station Road – the parlour in which a piano proudly stood, unopened, the floor covered with linoleum and boasting a small carpet; the kitchen, the main room, coal fire puttering, the wireless, a table for food and games – ludo, tiddlywinks, cards, Monopoly – or cutting out Christmas decorations, again a linoleum floor, a prodded rug in front of the fire; and the back kitchen, with a big sink, an oven that connected to the kitchen, flagstones. Plopping gas mantles downstairs; upstairs a lamp or candles.

All these rooms seemed vast to me as a child – we could even play football in the back kitchen. The washhouse was outside the back door in a small yard, which also housed a coal shed and the lavatory with its chemical bucket. Lavatory paper was a wad of neatly cut squares from the newspaper, strung up and hung on a nail. On the other side of a wall was Toppin’s Field, strewn with cows being fattened up for their butcher’s shop. Also in the big field there was the clothing factory, Redmayne’s, where my mother had put in a seven-year stint making buttonholes until she was dismissed when she married, as was the way.

There were already a family and two lodgers housed in that council-house space when we arrived. All the upstairs rooms had been subdivided. Yet when my father went off to the war it made more sense for my mother to move back into the ‘big house’ than stay in the damp confinement of Union Street. And I could be babysat by my grandmother while my mother went out to work.

My father had an easygoing side to his character and when he came back after the war he seemed to settle well enough. He had been brought up in a family of eight children – his father was one of sixteen – always in constricted quarters. He knew the strategies and manoeuvres required to find space and avoid anger and claustrophobia. But, like my mother, he was always keen to get out of the house. After the war, when he came back from work in the Rayophane factory, he would soon find a good excuse to go out. He found part-time jobs in a pub or with a bookie. He had been born twenty miles away to the west among the coalfields and only came to Wigton in his teens. He was soon settled and ‘well liked’ – or so grown-ups would not tire of telling me.

As for my mother, the town immersed her. She was forever checking it. She became one of its unofficial chroniclers. She took on the role with zeal in a town in which there were those prepared to see her as a blemish, the inheritor of shame, a figure fallen far below the High Standards exacted by Those Who Mattered. She dug into the present, perhaps, to make the past bearable.

She also looked to me to bring her information every time I set foot outside the house. Nothing was too trivial. She took this seriously and made sure I was accurate, even in matters such as the coats or hats or, in season, the dresses the women or girls had been wearing. These were often difficult for me to remember.

When she was ninety, at the onset of a five-year stretch of Alzheimer’s, I decided to give her a birthday party. As far as I knew she had never had one. I invited about twenty friends of hers and we had lunch on the terrace of the Underscar Hotel, which looks full over Derwentwater, according to Wordsworth the jewel of the Lakes. It was said that the Lancashire industrialist who had built the magnificent house that became the hotel chopped down all the trees that blocked his view of a house across the lake in which his mistress lived.

It was almost unbearably hot on that day. The view reached deep south into the Lake District, so detailed under the unclouded sky. I decided I would say a few words about my mother and made notes because from the initiation of the idea there was a doubt. She hated show. She hated being picked out. But she was ninety.

About two sentences in, I caught her gaze, straight on me, hard. But I had to go on. After about six sentences she turned to her best friend, Jean Morrison, and said, very clearly, so that it seemed to ring around the crystal air and reach across the valley, ‘I always wanted a girl.’ 

I proposed the toast and sat down.

She joined forces with the girls she had met at school and the women with whom she worked at Redmayne’s clothing factory. As a girl she went to Sunday school and joined the Guides and the cycling club; her bicycle took her to village dances within a radius of about a dozen miles. Though she had a pleasant voice she resisted efforts to lever her into the choir in St Mary’s – she did not like the dressing-up part of it. With friends, she was at the church gates at every wedding that walked down the aisle on a Saturday afternoon from the altar to the west door. When sacked for matrimony by the factory she took up cleaning houses in and around Wigton. She did not smoke, rarely drank and never swore. She could be resolute and obstinate in her opinions, never loudly expressed. She was thought to be good-looking, black hair, slim, good teeth. It is a fair guess that she knew the name of everyone in the town. When I fibbed to her she saw through it instantly.

She would sometimes pick up the pieces. Once when I was about thirteen and had a gang of five, I got carried away and said that my mother had made all of us black masks so that we could be like Zorro. No one believed me but the more they objected the more pig-headed I became and promised the masks by that afternoon.

Somehow through the panic my mother understood the situation and found some old blind material, which had been used for the blackouts in the war. We rushed to cut it into five face masks but the material would not co-operate. Finally she shook her head. My days were done, I thought. The gang – my own gang! – would throw me out. I was inconsolable. I remember all that in detail but the consequences I feared so painfully are wiped out. I was soon with my friends again. Perhaps they knew it was a lie or just too ambitious so had invested nothing in it.

The lies did not entirely go away: now and then years afterwards I would hear myself deliver a whopper and defend it insanely, knowing that the recipient knew as well as I did that it was not true. And there were the white lies, mini evasions, small boasts that would trouble me afterwards, often for months. It was as if it had been branded into me or, rather, had seeped in from the false relationships in that early house. Finally they faded away and only reappear at upset times, a cry from the past.




Chapter Four

Andrew was a fixture in the Station Road house. He had been another of my grandmother’s foster children. About my mother’s age and a terrible boaster. I hate to write ‘liar’ because he seemed to me, even as a boy, to have suffered too much, but he did lie. And he was a petty thief. While my father was in the war, Andrew was for some reason exempt. He kept on his tough, unskilled, dirty bottom-rung job at the polluted Rayophane factory.

Like millions of others, Andrew was used as a basic replaceable cog in the industrial machine. Born to receive no sympathy, employed without mercy, used up, then thrown away. He had a permanent nasty smoker’s cough – cigarettes and the factory air. His face was sallow. He carried no excess weight. His hair was black and flat, always soaked in Brylcreem. His voice was loud, his accent broad, his tone assertive. He banked on my mother’s lifelong loyalty to stay in the house. She cooked for him, washed his clothes and the Brylcreem-soaked pillows, treated him like the orphan he was and the brother he had seemed to be, and she would hear no criticism of him. My father proved his profound affection for her by tolerating this. He could not stand Andrew and saw right through him. But Andrew came to the table.

He worked shifts at the factory in a twenty-four-hour cycle and at set times of day and night:10 p.m. to 6 a.m., 6 a.m. to 2 p.m., 2 p.m. to 10 p.m. He had lived in Mrs Gilbertson’s house in Station Road since he was a baby and was the only one who had never left. He had his own chair in the kitchen where he sat and sometimes read the News Chronicle after my father had finished with it. He accompanied his reading with harsh exclamations. The two subjects on which he held forth most frequently were football, about which he was fanatical, and politicians, whom he hated and mistrusted, every one. To Andrew, my father was the intruder.

His promises to me were wild. A gramophone, a billiard table, a trip to Newcastle to see Newcastle United. Of such riches there was no end, and again and again I believed him. When I was small – three or four – and my father was away, as I thought winning the war, Andrew would sometimes suddenly grab hold of me, lift me up in front of him and shake me as he smiled and repeated, ‘Who wants a shave, then? Who wants a shave?’ This was a rare break in his taciturnity. He would lower my face to his and rub the stiff black bristles of his chin against my face so that I shouted out in pain-pleasure. His bristles reminded me of the yard brush. My grandmother and my mother, alarmed at the screams, would tell him to stop. He always did. I’ve no recollection at all of abuse or any sexual groping. That was not his way. He was just unbearably lonely, not a bad man, a man all but cemented in lonely hurt.

He was strong, like my father, like all the men who came to the house, strong through hard, repetitive physical work, in all cases work that had begun when they were boys of seven or eight and ordered to ‘help’. He was in a long tradition of men and women whose menial toil made England rich at the cost of stunted lives.

Inside the house he had his own space. When my mother’s male ‘cousins’, as she told me they were, bicycled the six miles from where they lived to leave their bikes in our yard and go to the Saturday-night dance, he would make a point of contradicting them, in his harsh tones. I now see it as showing off his greater closeness to my mother and me. Silent, though, when my father was there.

It was my father who, years on, when we had moved into our third and final house in Wigton – a flat above the Black-A-Moor pub – finally fed up with his petty thieving at the till, told my mother and me that Andrew must go. I was thirteen at the time. I became hysterical. My father – persuaded by my mother, I suspect – relented for a few months, then suddenly Andrew left and took lodgings elsewhere. I was not told the reason. Thieving again, I suspect. I remember no hysteria this time.

There was joy in him. An inner secret imaginary life, perhaps his real existence. In the loft above what had been a stable in the yard behind the pub that my father took over as a tenant landlord when I was eight, Andrew kept budgerigars. He had dozens of birds. They were not for show but for him. He had been given the loft entire by my father and he had caged the whole space cleverly. He went up an unsteady ladder into a world of colour, movement, birdsong and total delight enhanced by his own transformation. He loved those tiny delicate birds. He would clean out the cages scrupulously, move the birds around by some system of his own, make chirping noises as he laid out seed on his fingers, take one gently now and then in his big shovelling hands and stroke it with his thumb, examine it, even peck a little kiss on its head before letting it go. To see him among the birds was like seeing the first film in technicolour. A place of fantasy hidden in the northern town, with its sense of secrecy. It was almost magic as Andrew lost himself among the lovely little birds, yellows, blues, greens, flitting from perch to perch as if to display themselves to their fullest advantage for the eyes that feasted on them. Now and then Andrew would turn to me and smile. Once or twice he would tell me to hold out my index finger and place a bird on it. I stood as stiff as a sentry to earn its trust, but it soon lifted and flew away. Andrew would smile again. Sometimes he had three or four on his fingers.

There was a day, a Sunday afternoon, when one of them escaped. The trapdoor above the ladder must have been left ajar. Andrew noticed and slid down the ladder. I followed, picking up on his panic and fear. In front of us was the Sunday desert of Market Hill; ahead the road to the baths by way of the big gasometer; to the left was an alley which led to Toppin’s Field. He chose that and ran – I remember being amazed by how fast he ran – into the yard where he pushed himself onto the wall, hoicked me up with him and scanned the field, inhabited by a few almost stationary cows. 

‘She’s ower yonder! They’ll git her!’

I followed him as best I could. We sped past the allotments, Andrew’s eyes focused on the small beautiful yellow bird, which had made for the roof of the West Cumberland Farmers’ building – a warehouse. There she sat on the peak of the roof, head swivelling around, so out of place under the heavily clouded grey sky, the trees shedding the last leaves of autumn.

‘Put your foot against that,’ he pointed to the drainpipe, ‘and push hard.’

Andrew shinned up the drainpipe and was quickly onto the roof. He began a slow crawl towards his pet, chirping a little, holding out one hand as if he had seed to offer. I stood back and watched, my heart in my throat. Andrew’s upset at the danger the bird was in became mine. I dared not say a word as he traversed the roof, ever closer to the beautiful little bird.

Then, suddenly, it flitted away.

Andrew made a cry and scrambled across the rooftop to survey the fields and thin woodland that trailed down to the railway line.

‘We’ve lost her!’ he shouted – not to me, not to anyone. He slithered down the roof, swung himself from the gutter, dropped to the ground and headed off again at full speed.

We searched in the Stampery, a little clutch of houses on their own. We went down to the railway line. But she had gone. We searched until I was tired and the light was beginning to fade. Then he turned back.

I had never seen him cry. I do not think I had ever seen a man cry. Andrew’s silent tears were unstoppable. 

‘They’ll murder her. They’re helpless,’ he said. ‘Some crow, some sparrowhawk, they’ll peck her to bits. Poor little bugger,’ he muttered, again and again. ‘Poor little bugger …’

Without looking at me, he set off back, through the field, avoiding the men in their allotments. Some of them would have witnessed his rescue attempt. When I got to the stable and went up the ladder, the trapdoor was shut and wedged. I could not get into the loft.




Chapter Five

I like books that describe the place in which they are set. When I was about sixteen the English teacher asked us to write an essay about ‘Our Town’ – this was the title of a play by Thornton Wilder. We put it on. I have never forgotten the takeover effect Our Town had on me. Wigton, I thought, was like that.

Wigton is an ancient market town tucked into the north-west of England, on a rise of land between the mountainous northern ranges of the Lake District and the rich soft fertile Solway Plain just south of Hadrian’s Wall, where the Romans had fought one of their fiercest enemies, the Celts. Mr Scott, who taught my mother and myself, liked to give out the high points in the town’s history. To the west was a strip of sea, the Solway Firth, in which English armies had been drowned, attempting to take a short surprise route across the sands to Scotland and failing to beat the speed of the incoming tide. A mile outside the town to the south was Old Carlisle, an unexcavated Roman camp said to have housed a thousand cavalry, where we played whole summer’s days among the mounds and pathways from ancient times. To the north, but still inside the town, were the two factories – one, the clothing factory, almost exclusively staffed by women, the other by men – that provided for much of the workforce. The High Street had been established by Norsemen over a thousand years ago. When we learned of that at school all the boys wanted to be Vikings.

It was a small northern town, its industries characteristically planted next to spectacular countryside. The five thousand or so inhabitants lived largely, like myself in my early months, in insanitary slums. When I was born, a month after the start of the Second World War, there were twelve functioning churches, chapels or meeting houses, pillars of the town. God ruled. On Sundays the town was as silent as a tomb. Public life was inside the houses of God. At one stage I went to church three times every Sunday. Despite the great decline in churchgoing after the First World War, chapels and churches still drew substantial congregations in their Sunday best. Shops closed, play frowned on. Parables and references to biblical events were not uncommon in common speech.

The Roman Catholic church, convent and school were a separate and powerful force. So were the Methodists, the Congregationalists, the Quakers and various Salvationists and Rechabites, and, above all, the Anglicans in a church first established in the Middle Ages, rebuilt just over a couple of hundred years ago as an unobtrusive Georgian classic.

The exceptional feature of the town was the grand Georgian house on top of Highmoor Hill, with its three miles of iron railings that had penned in a herd of deer. The First World War had seen most of the railings taken for active service. The marvel of its tower, visible for miles around, still remained. It was a tall Venetian bell tower – a copy – a much-cherished eccentricity, evidence of a previous owner’s passion for Venice. It was planted in the middle of the elegant Georgian roof as if carefully lowered there by a monster crane. Or it could have been a phallus erupting out of the buttoned-down English country house. It was a proud beacon to the townspeople through the day, and when lit by the moon at night there was something Gothically poetic about it. Highmoor, the exclamation mark of home to many of those returning to the town.

There was, unusually for such a modest town, a swimming-pool, which was a prized possession for all of us. The workhouse, tucked well away from the town centre next to the cemetery, was on the northern edge of the town. A traditional Victorian covered market, plumb in the centre next to St Mary’s, attracted salesmen from as far away as Newcastle for Tuesday sales. There were functions there, too, and dances, as there were in the Drill Hall, the Temperance Hall and the Congregational Rooms. On market days the town was thrang – busy – with cattle, sheep, pigs, who had their own auction rooms. All this crowded into the heart of the old town. When Slater’s Fair came it set up on Market Hill, opposite the Black-A-Moor Hotel, near the centre of the town. It became its heartbeat for a week.

To me Wigton was a place of infinite variety. There were choirs, church and town, a silver band, football, rugby, cycling, cricket, tennis and bowls clubs. Darts, snooker, a Reading Room, fourteen pubs or drinking dens (a front parlour run by the women of the house, with a fire and two barrels of beer and two or three illicit bottles of spirits); four banks, above which were flats where the managers lived. Doctors and solicitors also lived in the town, as did most teachers and councillors, although in my boyhood they were moving out. Dogs of many breeds, two of which had won at Crufts. Pigeon men who sent their birds to France, knowing they would home their way back. The owners checked the flight time it took at the Vaults pub. There was illegal but still popular cockfighting, hare coursing, ferrets to hunt down rabbits.

I feel as if I am listing books from the Old Testament. The Chronicles of Wigton. I still feel pride in it. In memory now this diversity of largely working-class activities is vivid. I am in awe at the extensive and complex web spun from so little by men and women who refused to be worn down by their deadening work and poor wages. The factories kept the town afloat. The many hobbies pursued kept it alive.

The house in Council House Yard was fronted by a big cobbled space that served as the place to dry washing for the whole of Station Road. On Monday mornings the women came with their sheets and shirts. To a small boy on a misty day it could seem like an army of ghosts and become another playground. The yard also housed the Fire Brigade, manned by volunteers who were summoned by a hooter that wailed over the town with a wartime insistence. They came out of factories and wood yards and shops on foot or on their bicycles as the hooter urged them on to swing down Station Road and stylishly swerve into our yard. Heroes!

In the corner of the yard was a shed for the man who swept the streets, Mr Stoddart. He also kept an illicit shop open in Water Street on Sunday evenings – the only one that would sell single cigarettes. There was an estate agent, a stablebox, and one house, ours, once privately owned, then bought up cheaply by the council and let. The yard also housed the town library, supervised by Mr Carrick, the town clerk, the town’s historian and author of stories or ‘teales’ in the dialect. He himself liked to choose dialect words in his conversational speech, which was always delivered in a clear and stately manner.

He made sure I had at least one, often two books every Friday night and inducted me into that group to whom the library became a necessity.

In our backyard there was the usual washhouse, coal shed, and the WC. The Winston Churchill. The lav. The only space that guaranteed privacy. The paper or comic was taken there to be read in peace.

The bath was brought from the washhouse into the kitchen, the heavy black kettle boiled up to secure a hot scrubbing. I had a bath once a week. The dirt accreted could be so adhesive you needed a stiff brush to scrape it off. A clean shirt was put out on Sunday and that, too, had to last for a week. The exposed parts – hands and face, particularly behind the ears – were cleaned morning and night. Hair was washed with soap.

No one like us in the 1940s had a fridge, running hot water, a washing-machine, a vacuum-cleaner, a telephone, gramophone, a car, fitted carpets, electricity or central heating. We shopped for the day’s meals, dinner and supper, carefully, consulting our ration books. There were hot-water bottles (pot or rubber ribbed). Messages were sent by word of mouth. I can’t remember us ever feeling sorry for ourselves.

Our family was lucky. I was aware of that from those I knew in Water Street, the poorest street in the town. I had evidence that we were lucky. There was always food on the table, no feeling of poverty. Many – often the big families – were really poor: children went hungry; there were hand-me-down or charity clothes and shoes, raids on turnip fields and orchards for food, and rakings of the town for empty lemonade bottles, which, returned, gave you twopence. When any Water Street friends came to ask me if I wanted to go out and play, as a matter of course my mother gave them a slice of cake or a jam sandwich.

People’s parents and their parents’ parents had gone together to school, church, chapel, the wars, the seaside at Silloth, on a trip to Keswick, shared memories of the elephants in the circus walking down High Street, floods next to the railway station, the big fire that wiped out the tannery at the top of Water Street.

We thought we were well enough off. After the war both my parents worked – my father at the factory that employed mostly men. He, unskilled, worked on the machines; he also took on a couple of part-time jobs. My mother, later, worked on the post in the mornings and then cleaned houses. We wanted for nothing we wanted.

There was still a heavy presence of dialect even though Education Acts, the influence of the BBC and the insistence of schoolteachers and ambitious mothers over the years that we should not speak ‘common’ like ‘that’ was eroding it. It held on in what could still be called the ‘lower class’. It was the sound of their loyalty to the town and their place in it. When I spoke it I felt comfortable, in a tribe, one of us. It was the sound of our identity.

Despite the discouragement, we held on tightly to the dialect words, which were speckled by contributions from India (the army) and Romany (the gypsies who wintered behind the cemetery). Those who aspired to a posh accent were traitors or show-offs. If you inherited it, that was acceptable. If you came from a working-class background and assumed it, you were suspect or scorned. ‘We speak a language that the strangers do not know’ was the Wigton boast, and for the least well-off, it was a comfort and a refuge, and, I found, a clan.

There were thousands of local words. In Wigton a girl was a lass or a mort, a man was a gadji, a river a beck, a cow a ku, a stone a staine, an oak a yek, a cane a yebby, swimming trunks were dukers, frightened was flait; thous and thees predominated as the local accent leaned into the local dialect, a horse could be a grey or a hoss, one was yan, going was gangen, to deek was to look, baary was good, sek a baary mort, ower yonder was over there, mang nix was say nothing. It was warm, guttural. One reason I am reluctant to use it is that I do not want those who do to continue to be exposed to mockery, which they had always been to some extent but ever more so as BBC English standardised speech.

The class ‘system’ – as far as it impinged on me as a boy – did not seem to be oppressive. As kids we thought we were first class. The middle class, as I saw them, were few and floated above the rest of us. But they were more confined. They lived seemingly untroubled by the daily grind. To me as a boy they could have been a different tribe, looking like us, outwardly acting like us, unthreatening, like Homo sapiens among the Neanderthals, often amiable but always different. Yet the close intermingling in the various clubs and communities meant that there was only rarely a hard line between them and us. War had blunted many of the edges. The slow embrace of peace brought with it a general gratitude that ‘all that’ was behind us. But now and then we had to tread carefully. Snobbery was ineradicable. The divisions between the classes could still run deep.

There were the great events. Wigton Horse Fair coincided with the autumn half-term and filled the town with stallions, ponies, Shetlands, mares, Shire horses, hunters … The gypsies would come and trade; the boys, flamboyantly dressed, would test horses by riding them bareback up and down High Street. I wanted to be a gypsy even more than a cowboy. The Blue Bell pub next to our Council House Yard had its own yard where the men would take the big horses after walking them in from the surrounding villages and wash their hoofs, perhaps replait and decorate the manes, brush up their coats before taking them to the street and up to Hope’s Auction. The town swirled with local farmers, horse-breeders and farriers, buyers from far and near; pools of knowledge were exchanged in the bars. The streets were bespattered and stinking, but no matter to us. It was as if a town from cowboy pictures had stepped out of the screen.

I would like to claim that my father – who knew about horses – took me into the heart of the auction to point things out. But it was not like that. He left me to navigate my own way around the place. Nor would I have wanted his assistance. I wanted to fly around on my own on no one’s leash or with one or two pals. I wanted to be heady and free with it all, the bidding, the ‘showing’ and selling, the pungent stinking sense of a place made new. The horse sales had been in Wigton for ever and surely would last for ever more, as reliable as Bonfire Night and the Market Hill fair.




Chapter Six

Lies were not confined to the house. In my teens, it gradually became disturbingly clear that I had been swaddled in layers of lies about the world I lived in. It was painful to face up to that. Such was the force and certainty with which these ruling views had been presented. Early convictions had a knotweed grip, comprised as they were of some truth, some prejudice, some myth, some misunderstanding and misinterpretation and some point-blank lies. Above all, they painted a virtuous, brave, gentle, knightly, stainless civilising picture of Us and Our Empire.

How powerfully we clung to those stories of past glories. And as we too, we thought, had suffered over time – invasions, exploitation and serfdom – surely we had earned some of the praise we heaped on ourselves. We were unconquerable in battle and unique in our fair and never-failing traditions. There were even matches called England’s Glory.

These imperial views were unassailable throughout my childhood. They pinked the mind and dominated a spinning globe. They were to crumble like reluctant and mountainous icebergs, collapsing very slowly, cracking and finally crashing into an ocean of disbelief and confusing shame. Yet that shame was succeeded by the question – as I went out into the world – why should it be my shame? I had had nothing to do with it. Nor had any of my friends. My father and mother were as unprejudiced and unrepressive as it was possible to be.

But did my generation and the next and
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