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This family photograph celebrates father coming home on
leave early in 1917. I am sitting on mother’s knee. Brenda
stands in the middle, next to Jenny. Dan is in front.


Prologue

They said I should not go. They said it was madness for an old man to cross the Atlantic to seek out his birthplace.

‘You’ll find nothing but ghosts there. Why don’t you go and see the Grand Canyon?’

Others thought that anybody over seventy had every right to do as he pleased.

‘Time’s a-wasting,’ they said, noting my faulty gait.

So I went.

And when I reached the north of England and came to Blackburn, the town of my birth, and asked the taxi driver to take me to Griffin Street, he eyed me cautiously.

‘Are you sure you want to go there?’

‘Oh yes, I was born there. I’ve come a long way to see it.’

‘You’re the boss,’ he said, taking my bags and holding the door so that I could climb in. A cold north wind – the wind I’d long since forgotten – tugged at my coat. I began to regret having arrived in thin Florida clothing.

As we moved off, I caught sight of several high-rise apartment buildings; they were harsh to the eye.

‘Council flats,’ the driver said.

But then came landmarks I’d known as a child. The reddish-brown cathedral dominated the centre of town. When my great-grandfather Arne Woodruff fled from Westmorland to Blackburn more than a hundred years ago, there were cows grazing around the church. I wondered if the image of Christ crucified was still inside; the Christ with the big hands: worker’s hands.

We passed Queen Victoria’s statue on the Parade – it was as ugly as ever, grey with age and covered with bird dirt. The statue of Robert Peel, the famous nineteenth-century statesman and cotton manufacturer, stood, equally dirty, at the other side of the cathedral.

As we crossed King William Street, I stared at the clock tower above the Market Hall; a touch of Italy in the north of England. My father, recently arrived from America in 1914, had paraded under that clock before going to war.

The King’s Arms pub appeared on our left. Its marble pillars looked like potted meat. As a small child, I’d pressed my back against that ‘potted meat’ waiting to see the first automobile in my life. Mother had warned me that a motorcar was in town, and that I should watch out for it carefully. ‘It’s coming!’ the crowd had shouted. As I turned, I saw a large black beetle with a shiny nose crawling across the cobblestones toward me. Its deep cough and trail of smoke added to my fears. I couldn’t have been more amazed had an extinct reptile walked by.

But what was this nagging feeling? The more I stared through the taxi window, the more convinced I became that this was not the town of my birth. Had I come to the wrong place?

Of course not. The grey-roofed factories with their fortress-like walls were still there. So was Hornby’s Mill – the mill of my childhood. It seemed so small; its windows were dirty and broken. As we turned a corner, I could see endless rows of weavers’ cottages running across the town into the hills. The wet roofs glistened in the evening light; they seemed to be sagging. Using the local supplies of stone, slate, and clay, the cottages had been thrown together in the second half of the nineteenth century when the Lancashire cotton textile industry was booming. Whoever had built them had insisted on uniformity, if not downright ugliness. People lived and died in identical cottages that were little more than barracks.

Except that they looked older, most of the public buildings – the gas works, the chapels and the churches – were unchanged.

I asked the driver to go past the two schools where seventy years ago I had been a pupil. All that was left of St Philip’s, was a gaunt, lonely church tower. It stood there forlorn, an island of stone.

‘School fell down, church wasn’t needed.’

My parents had walked through the cobbled streets to be married at St Philip’s in September 1904, ‘according to the rights and ceremonies of the Established Church.’ I had approached this same tower as a small, rather frightened schoolboy of four in 1920.

My other school, St Peter’s, was still standing, though propped up at the sides with metal supports. Its walls had the forbidding appearance that they had had when I looked upon them as a child.

We crossed the Blakewater river still running black.

In the far distance, from a high point, I caught a glimpse of the slag heaps on which I had fought with gangs of other children; they stood pyramid-like against the sky.

Yet the nagging feeling remained. The Blackburn of my childhood had had a forest of red brick chimneys belching great twisting coils of smoke. Where were they? The few chimneys I could see were cold and smokeless. I looked at my watch. It was 5:30. The light was fading. Seventy years ago, at this hour, Blackburn’s streets would have been filled with the clip-clap sound of clogs as thousands of factory workers, the women in grey shawls, the men wearing dark caps, hastened home from work. Now there were few people about; they were better dressed – no shawls, few caps, no clogs – but there was no haste in their step. At this hour, the Blackburn into which I was born had been noisy, urgent, crowded, vibrant, alive.

The Blackburn I saw was becalmed – like a demasted ship after a storm.

We stood in what had been Griffin Street and surveyed a windswept, rubble-strewn wasteland covering many acres.

‘Slum clearance,’ the driver mused, picking his teeth. ‘Had to do it, “Pakis” were moving in.’

I stared at a pile of broken glass and rusty wire where my cottage had been.

‘It’s a pity you came all the way from America to find everything gone.’

‘Oh, no,’ I answered. ‘On the contrary, … everything is here.’


Chapter I
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Griffin Street

The fierce rattling of my bedroom window-pane first roused me from the long sleep of birth. Mr Smalley, whom we called t’ knocker-up man, came with his wire-tipped pole in the dark six mornings a week to shake our window until father stirred and shouted loud enough to be heard in the street below, ‘We’re up!’ Mr Smalley then went next door and rattled the bedroom window of our neighbour, Mr Morgan, the coal hauler. I often lay in bed listening to Mr Smalley coming down the street. With his coming, Griffin Street began to stir. Daylight followed.

Not long after t’ knocker-up had finished rattling our window-pane, a stream of wood-shodden workers began to hurry past my window on its way to the mills. In the Blackburn of 1916, more than two hundred factory and workshop chimneys were belching smoke by five a.m. Muffled voices and morning greetings flew up from the street. As the grey light grew and the night’s bright stars paled, the stream of passers-by, their heads covered with shawls and caps, became a river and then a flood. The clip-clap of their clogs on the cobbles drowned out all other noises. In winter, deadened clogs meant a heavy snow; clogs that rang meant a frost. When it was raining, I looked down on a sea of glistening umbrella tops bobbing up and down on their way to the mill.

Once the flow of workers had subsided, except for the rattle of a cart in the distance, all was still again: still enough, that is, until I heard the last running steps dash by – someone trying to reach the mill before the whistle sounded and the tall iron gates were slammed to. Latecomers never failed to excite me. Sometimes, with nothing on but my grey flannel shirt, I jumped out of bed and, with my face pressed against the cold glass, watched the last workers rush by. ‘Hurry,’ I shouted, ‘you’ll make it!’ Back in bed, I had visions of them squeezing through the crack in the heavy factory gates before they closed. Those shut out of the mills came traipsing back. I could tell from the ring of their clog-irons that they had failed. Time was a hard master.

I also heard the coming and going of our neighbour, Mr Morgan, the coal hauler, who left his house later than the mill workers. Mr Lambert on the other side of our house walked to his job at the gas works with Mr Morgan. About this time, the lamplighter passed down the street with his long pole with a hook on the end of it, and the street lamps were extinguished.

By mid-morning the stream of clogs had been replaced by a stream of horse-drawn carts, clippety-clopping their way to the railway station with mountains of grey cloth. Some of the cloth, which we called ‘duties’ – after the Indian word dhotis – was on its way to be bleached, dyed and printed in Manchester twenty-five miles to the south; the bulk of it would then go to Liverpool, thirty-five miles to the south-west, on its way to India, wherever that was. India must have been very important to Blackburn because I seemed to hear more about India as a child than I did about England.

The long columns of horse-drawn carts passed within an arm’s reach of our front door. I watched the wind tugging at the tarpaulins. With marked regularity, the buckles smacked against the sides. The journey to the station was a race in which the whip was not spared. I wondered if the horses which did not move fast enough were shut out of the station as the workers were shut out of the factories.

As the day wore on, the street echoed to the call of the rag-and-bone man, who cried his wares from a donkey cart. In exchange for a handful of rags, a bare bone or two, some old medicine or pickled-onion bottles, or old newspapers, or any old piece of metal, he gave mother a donkey stone – a piece of hard chalk – with which to colour the kitchen hearthstone and the front doorstep. Everybody knew that the rag-and-bone man was not as poor as he looked. He was followed by the scissors-grinder who, for a penny or two, sharpened scissors and knives amid a shower of sparks with a foot-driven grinding wheel. There were other peddlers, such as the thread, needles and ribbon seller, who cried their wares. My favourite was the tinker who mended pots and pans. Because Griffin Street was one of the main highways to the mills, there was no lingering in the street for man or beast until darkness came.

At the end of the working day, as the last empty carts drawn by froth-covered horses returned to the mills, the tide of workers, the women walking arm in arm, surged past our cottage door again, homeward bound. Their step was not as brisk as it had been at the beginning of the day. After that, apart from the plaintive shriek of a train in the distance, or the haunting sound of a lonely concertina being played by a passerby, silence reigned. To keep up steam, the thump of the mill engines went on all night, but that didn’t bother anybody. The workers didn’t notice noises that brought them bread.
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Like all the other weaver’s cottages, our house was one of an endless row. The outside was brick; the roof was grey slate. It had four white-washed rooms, two up and two down. They were about seven feet high. The front rooms measured nine feet by nine feet. Tall people had to dip when coming through the front door. When I was sitting on my father’s shoulders, I had to watch out not to bump my head. The downstairs floors were made of large flagstones, covered with a scattering of clean sand that was swept up and renewed weekly. The sand got between our toes. In winter the stones froze to our feet. The ceilings were the wooden floor boards of the upper rooms. There was a tiny yard at the rear, where the rain sat between the cobbles. Beyond was an alley and another unbroken line of cottages.

My brother Dan and I shared a bedroom with our parents. There were two metal beds with straw mattresses resting on thin metal slats. Sometimes the slats sagged, leaving a pocket into which we sank our hips. Dan and I slept in the same bed. We slept so close to our parents that we could touch them. The nearness of our bodies made us feel safe. No one noticed the lack of privacy. I accepted my parent’s lovemaking long before I understood it. It was as natural as somebody using the pisspot (I didn’t know the word chamber-pot until I had left school). It didn’t disturb me, or confuse me, or revolt me. Like father’s deep snoring, I ignored it. Living in such a confined space meant everybody shared everybody else’s joys and sorrows.

I think the straw mattresses must have encouraged bugs, for I recall mother sitting on the side of the bed running her fingers down the seams of blankets and sheets. I didn’t find anything strange about her crushing the bugs between her thumb nails, though it did get bloody at times. It was a never-ending battle.

Our clothing, what little we had, hung on the whitewashed walls. As the walls were sometimes damp, sheets of brown paper were slipped between the clothes and the plaster. The pegmat at my bedside protected my feet from the freezing floor. In our house there was one by every bed as well as before the two fireplaces downstairs. They were made from old clothing and could be of all colours. They were not only solid and warm; they meant that no garment, however old, was wasted. The women made them at night, pulling strips of cloth with a rughook through a stiff piece of fabric. Several women would work together, chattering, singing and laughing into the night. The mats were kept clean by beating them against the outside wall.

There was not much else in the bedroom: a lace curtain, a tiny black iron fireplace and an empty orange crate scavanged from the fruit market, which served as a bedside table. The crate’s two compartments were brightly painted and decorated with a linen cloth at the front. There were also two pisspots, an open-flame gas light, the flame blue at the bottom, white at the top, and a cracked wooden door with a latch.

My sisters Jenny and Brenda slept in the other bedroom, behind a paper-thin wall. When I was born in 1916, Jenny was eleven and Brenda was six. Dan was four years older than I. Because of the wooden staircase, the back bedroom was smaller than the front bedroom. There was only space for one bed and a large wooden trunk filled with linen and bedding. There was no end to what that trunk contained. My sisters’ clothing also hung on the walls.

The kitchen, which was beneath the back bedroom, was the centre of family activities. There was ever a din going on there at night. The room contained a plain deal bench that served as a table, two rush-bottomed stand chairs, two foot-stools, two rocking chairs, a cupboard for groceries, hooks for pots and pans, the bread-mug (a large clay bowl with a clay lid in which we kept bread, margarine and other food), and another large clay bowl in which the bread was made. A big earthenware dish could be used for any purpose. As the kitchen was three paces one way and two-and-a-half the other, children didn’t sit at table, we stood for meals.

The coal-burning open fire range had an oven at one side and an oblong tank for heating water at the other. The water was rusty because the metal flaked off, but it could be used for cleaning jobs. In front of the fire was a top-bar on which the kettle sang. Steel fire irons stood on the hearth which had a metal surround. The whole range was kept clean with black-lead and ammonia. I don’t know how much lead we consumed. Ashes from the fire fell into a stone-lined hole in the floor, and were shovelled into a bucket and thrown into the midden in the backyard. I didn’t like the look or the taste of ashes, and kept well away from the hole in the floor when it was being emptied. If a mouse fell in there, it never got out again. Coal was dumped in the kitchen under the stairs, a sack at a time. It kept dry there. It was brought by our neighbour, Mr Morgan, who staggered through the front room with a hundred pound sack on his back.

The cloud of dust that flew up when Mr Morgan poured the coal – though on our behalf he was ever careful – took time to settle. The worst thing that could happen was for Mr Morgan to arrive while we were eating. With a sack of coal being shaken out almost against the dining table, it was impossible not to eat coal dust. No one grumbled. Even a child knew that we couldn’t possibly manage without coal.

When done, Mr Morgan quietly folded his sack, adjusted the leather hood that protected his ears as well as his head, repositioned the studded leather guard, which prevented the coal from digging into his back, picked up his shilling and left. I never knew Mr Morgan to stand in our kitchen talking – perhaps because he was so dirty.

Above the fireplace was a gas light, which was capped with a one-penny asbestos mantle – about the size and shape of a white clay pipe. Beneath the gas light was a shelf on which sat two red and white earthenware dogs. One of my mother’s brothers had given them to her as a wedding present. They came with an unfriendly look and never changed. Some said that’s how pot dogs always looked; others said, he’d got them cheap. Time in the house was kept by a steel watch that hung on a hook. Father had got it from the navy, years before. To escape time in Blackburn, you had to go into the country.

Under the window was a stone sink and a slopstone, or draining board. Above the sink was the only tap in the house. Next to the fireplace was a deep, large metal basin called a setpot or copper. It was heated with free orange-box wood, and had a chimney connected to the fireplace. Clean water, water free of rust, was boiled in the setpot. My mother and my sisters washed clothes there. Washing was soaked, boiled, rotated with a wooden dolly, rinsed and starched in this small corner. The steaming wet washing was run through a wringer that stood in the yard and, weather permitting, hung out to dry on the clothesline. How forsaken the washing looked through the window when it was left in the rain. Brought inside, it was flung over a clothes rack, fixed to the ceiling in front of the range. Damp clothing usually hung from the ceiling for half the week. The grown-ups got their heads caught in it.

A single metal gas ring stood next to the setpot for cooking. For the gas there was a penny meter under the stairs. If the light gave out and we didn’t have a penny, we used a candle; if we didn’t have a candle we sat by the fire and told tales or went to bed.

When you opened the front door and stepped down one step you stood in the street. In winter a heavy curtain was put up to stop drafts. Some people called this room the parlour, but that was putting on airs. There was a lace curtain in front of the window, a gas light, a fireplace with a pegrug in front of it, and a rocking chair at either side. The fire-irons and metal surround were made of brass, not steel as in the kitchen. There were also some stools, and another large chest for clothing and belongings. On the Singer sewing machine in front of the window stood an aspidistra that was periodically washed with soap and water and put out for air. Mother’s cut-glass punch bowl stood on a small table against the wall. On the shelf above the fireplace were several framed pictures of relatives. There also was a coloured picture of Blackpool Tower and the Big Wheel. The front room was used for entertaining, for holidays such as Christmas and, if coal was available, at weekends. When my sisters grew up, it became our dance floor. Except on the hottest days of summer, it was too cold to sit there without a fire.

For me, the cobbled yard at the back of the house was another world. It could be traversed with a hop, skip and a jump. Underneath the kitchen window was a tap over a drain where the pisspots stood after being rinsed. In frosty weather the tap froze and the pots had to be washed inside. In one corner was a tiny shelter where the cast iron clothes wringer, brushes and brooms were kept. Another corner contained a pile of cinders, picked by us children from factory tips. Our neighbour Mr Lambert sometimes added a sack of coke from the gasworks. Coke and peat sods were used in winter to keep the kitchen fire going throughout the night; we called it banking-up. Above the cinders hung a large tin tub that was carried into the kitchen when somebody wanted a bath, which wasn’t very often.

There was also a petty in the backyard connected to the main sewer; there was no flushing, no lighting, no seat. We used nothing but newspaper there. In summer it stank, in winter you froze to the board. If you stayed too long, one of the family would call from the backdoor, ‘Wot yer doin’ in t’ petty? Are yer makin’ yer will?’ An odd question, because the working class didn’t make wills. My sister Jenny would never go out there at night without a flickering candle. If we had no candle somebody had to go out with her and stand outside the petty door until she was done.

Next to the toilet was a brick, roofed-over midden where we threw our rubbish. This was shovelled from the back alley into a horse-drawn cart. A door lead into the alley, which had a stone gutter down which rats used to scurry. They frightened me to the point of panic. The yard was enclosed by a rough stone wall.

In summer, the smell of rotting garbage was everywhere. Flies descended in clouds; hence the upset stomachs. Indoors we had penny flypapers. In warm weather, we ate while watching the death throes of flies caught on the flypaper above the dining table. Great buzzing bluebottles were the only ones to escape, and they not often.
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I learned as a child to avoid talking about the damp and cold in our house. ‘It’s bad enough without having you gassing,’ my folk grumped. I think the damp worried them more than the cold. There was nothing to stop it rising through the flagstones that covered the floor. It got into people’s bones. The washing hanging from the kitchen ceiling didn’t help either. The cold was sometimes so severe that it made us forget the damp. When the northwind was blowing and the air was smoking with snow, we went to bed with all the preparations of a military campaign. As the only heat upstairs was that which came from the kitchen through the cracks in the wooden floors, we didn’t walk, we dashed to bed, taking care not to get splinters in our feet on the staircase. No praying at the bedside for us. The hot oven shelves, covered with flannel, went into bed first, our clothing followed; every garment that could be found was heaped on top. Sometimes we even used thick layers of newspaper as an extra blanket, which rustled when we turned in bed. Underneath it all, my brother and I kept each other warm.

The kitchen fire was banked up and kept alight throughout the night. That was father’s job. If the man-of-the-house was about, nobody else touched the poker. I never ceased to wonder how much interest father took in the fire. You knew his mood from the way he handled the poker, or how he rearranged the coals. I think it gave him great satisfaction and saved him from talking. The house would have been unbearable without keeping the kitchen fire going. Even so, there were nights when it was too cold to sleep. On a really cold morning we had to dress quickly or freeze. We didn’t linger in the bedroom, we raced to breakfast. Cold and hunger were the great persuaders.

Curiously enough, we never lit the bedroom fires except on Christmas Eve to welcome Father Christmas who entered our bedrooms by way of the chimney. Every Christmas my brother and I woke in the early hours of Christmas Day to find one or two little gifts at the foot of the bed. What magic to waken and find that Father Christmas had not forgotten us – that somebody cared! In my stocking was an apple or an orange, some nuts, and a shining new penny. Requests for fires in the bedrooms at times other than Christmas were met with: ‘It isn’t really cold enough for fires upstairs,’ or, with the snow-flakes spinning to earth outside, ‘It’s going to get warmer.’ The answer that settled all arguments was ‘Coal’s done.’

One piercingly cold night – with a thick crust of ice and snow covering the bedroom window – father woke up to use the pisspot. He must have been caught unexpectedly. Perhaps he’d been out drinking. Anyway, to his annoyance, he discovered that the pisspots had been left by the drain in the yard and were now buried under deep snow. Before mother could stop him, he’d shot up the window and was pissing into the street. All would have been well had he not pissed on somebody’s head. Even better had the passerby not looked up to see who was opening the window. A great howl arose from the cobbles below. With a freezing wind entering the room, mother choked with anger at father. Father choked with fury at the passerby, whose own fury was waking the street. ‘What reet have you,’ father bawled, ‘to be wanderin’ t’ streets at this hour? Why can’t you watch where ye’re goin’?’ With that he slammed the window shut. Next morning there was an unusual tension at breakfast.

It took father a long time to live the pissing incident down. In our street such tales quickly got around. I was at a workers’ meeting with father some nights later when someone shouted: ‘Any more bull’s eyes, Will?’ Everybody roared with laughter, including father, which was not like him. When I told grandmother Bridget about the pissing business she crossed herself.
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I’d always believed that I had been born in our cottage in Griffin Street.

‘Ah, no, Billy,’ mother said one day, ‘that’s where tha wrang; tha was born in t’ mill.’

‘But that’s not what it says on my birth certificate.’

I discovered that I was born prematurely in the carding-room of Hornby’s cotton mill, which was only a few minutes from Griffin Street. Day long, mother cleaned cotton there. On the morning of my birth she had fainted before one of the cotton grinders.

‘It was the telegrams.’

‘What telegrams?’

‘From t’ War Office. Dad was in France fighting the war. The first telegram they brought to t’mill. The foreman, Patrick Murphy, read it to me. It said that your dad was killed and that the War Office regretted it. Just a line to change your life. Everybody was real nice. Told me to go home and rest, and to come back when I was ready.’

‘Did you?’

‘Well, when you don’t have any money and your husband is dead and you’ve got four mouths to feed, including your own and your unborn child, you’d better be ready all the time or you’ll starve.’

‘But Dadda wasn’t dead.’

‘No, that’s right, he wasn’t. A week later another telegram came saying that the first telegram had been a mistake. Two hours after that you arrived. Patrick Murphy delivered you on a heap of cotton against a wall in a corner of the shed. I was in my own bed by the time Dr Grieves got there. He wrote Griffin Street in your birth certificate. With or without Grieves, it was a fine birth. No commotion. Of course, there was the din of the carding machines and cotton dust falling on us, but no bother, all went well. When he’d delivered you, Mr Murphy dipped his thumb into one of the fire buckets and baptized you, “Father, Son and Holy Ghost.” He wrapped you in a sheet and shouted to the other cardroom hands: “Cum and look! Have you ever seen sich? It’s a boy, and a sturdy one at that; worth a drink o’ rum and tay, he is.” They came running. “Oh, a grand bairn, a really grand bairn,” they clucked as they crowded around. “It’s not every day it happens in t’ shed. Tha can be reet proud of thiself, Maggie, tha can. Spitten image of his dad. Lucky his dad’s alive!”

‘Later that morning grandmother Bridget came across from Dougdale’s mill. The three of us were bundled onto one of the factory’s horse-drawn carts. With you held in my arms, we rattled our way through the streets until we reached our cottage. Two days after you were born, I was back at work, slubbing in the mill; cooking, washing and cleaning at home.’
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With mother in the mill during the war years, the job of caring for me fell to my sister Jenny, who was eleven years older than I. I think she brought me up more than my mother did. Staying home and keeping house meant the end of her own childhood, and the end also of whatever little schooling she had had. Nobody bothered to enforce the rule that she should have stayed at school until she was fourteen. Several times a day she took me from the wooden box that served as my cradle, wrapped me in a blanket and ran through the streets to the mill, where mother was waiting to suckle me. The suckling done, Jenny then went home again and rocked me to sleep.

Once, when Jenny was unwell and could not take me to the mill, mother ignored the factory regulations and walked out. She had the misfortune to run headlong into the timekeeper at the gate.

‘Here, where t’ goin’?’ he demanded.

‘Home, t’ feed child, it’s clemmin’.’

‘If tha goes out now, tha stays out!’

Mother returned to the cardroom.

Being in Jenny’s care didn’t do me any harm; I thrived. She handled me as well as a grown woman. Indeed, one might say that I had a privileged childhood, for Jenny, whom I called Gaga, loved me and sang to me all day. She loved me even more when I began to creep about and play with her. She never thought of me as a burden. Only reluctantly did she surrender me to mother at the end of the day. Jenny was pleased when morning came and mother departed, and she could reclaim me as her own.

When in later years I suggested that I’d robbed her of her schooling, she countered: ‘Playing with a baby brother was much better than going to school, especially here.’ She never forgave the Blackburn children for having ripped the buttons off her brand-new American coat. After four years at school in the United States, she never forgot America. Later on in life when I met her on the streets and asked ‘Where to, Jenny?’ she would grin and reply, ‘America.’

‘I had a dream,’ she told me one day, ‘in which I travelled back to America alone in a beautiful gondola.’

Jenny not only looked after me; after four o’clock, when my sister Brenda and my brother Dan came home from school, she had to care for them, too. Wearing one of mother’s dresses, and one of her wide-brimmed hats held on with a long hat pin, she clowned and acted for us until mother arrived. Then she helped to cook and wash and prepare for still another day.

The wonder is that mother and grandmother Bridget should have gone on working in the mill all day while the Woodruff children ran wild. With father away at war and our savings exhausted, mother had no choice. The war allowance from father was not enough to keep the family going. Her earnings as a slubber in the mill were fifteen shillings a week. Grandmother’s savings had gone too and she had to work to stay alive. She had a tiny cottage not far from Griffin Street. For some reason she never lived with us or her other children – not even during the war.

There were times during the war when mother felt that the world was crazy. There’d never been such slaughter. The first casualty lists from the Battle of the Somme in 1916 stunned the whole of Blackburn. The tragedy was on such a scale that people simply couldn’t understand it. ‘Everybody felt they’d been kicked in the belly. You couldn’t go out, without having to stop and hold somebody’s hand,’ mother said. ‘Death was common; black clothing was everywhere. The war frayed everybody’s nerves; put everybody’s temper on edge. The best went to France and got killed, the rubbish stayed home. One day I bumped into a neighbour who had lost her three sons on the Somme. I held her by the hand and nearly died.’ Mother wondered whether the war was a scourge sent by God. She remembered vividly the excitement when German Zeppelins first bombed London in May 1915. Innocent people had been killed asleep in bed. What was the world coming to?

Like so many of her generation, mother blamed the war for everything. Whatever misfortunes followed 1914, she put them down to the war. She was convinced that it had changed father for the worse. The man who left her to fight in France in 1914 was not the man who returned in 1918. ‘My Will never really came home again,’ she grieved. ‘Fellow who did come home was somebody else. He’d had t’ stuffin’ knocked out of him.’

[image: image]

When Jenny was thirteen, a job became available for her in the mill. ‘No point in her going back to school for another year,’ said father. ‘She needs to learn a skill in t’mill.’ As a result, I was farmed out to baby-sitters, first to Mrs Beddle and then to Mrs Allison, both of whom lived in the vicinity.

Mrs Beddle was a warm-hearted barrel of a woman, with an unpleasant smell, who seemed to roll about the house rather than walk. As her skirt touched the ground, I could not decide whether she moved on wheels or feet. Her only inheritance from her husband, who had been lost at sea, was a large green parrot called Toby. Mrs Beddle spoke to the parrot as if she were talking to her dead husband.

‘What do you think we should do now, Mr Beddle?’

Peering through the wires of the cage, Toby blinked a lot before answering. Scratching his head gravely, he ruffled his feathers as if he was about to say something of the utmost importance. He must have had a lot of advice to give, for once started, he squawked and screeched on and on like a cotton grinder. Toby had been to sea and had picked up words that the barrel-like woman said would have been better left behind. ‘Well, damn my eyes!’ threw her into fits.

One morning when I arrived, the bird was hidden beneath a cloth where he remained silent and unrepentant throughout the day. Mrs Beddle didn’t tell me what he’d said.

She was always strict about my eating habits, and was ever ready to help if I was slow in eating the bread and cheese, or hot-pot, that mother had left for me.

‘We mustn’t overeat, must we,’ she warned, as her fork repeatedly stabbed and carried off what I thought was a disproportionate part of my dinner. But then she had almost no resources of her own. Eating my dinner was the only way Mrs Beddle could stop the stomach growlings that went on all the time.

The other baby-sitter, Mrs Allison, had a strange way of running to the door while calling ‘Is that you, Jack? Is that you?’ In her haste, she dropped whatever she was doing. The odd thing was that Jack was never there. Nor was anybody else.

‘I thow’t it was ’im,’ she said sadly on returning; ‘I thow’t it was ’im.’

Then she carried on as though nothing had happened.

The longer I stayed with Mrs Allison, whose heavy eyebrows and large nose gave her a frightening appearance, and whose ammonia smell was no better than Mrs Beddle’s, the more she ran to the door. One day I told mother about it.

‘She’s lost her only son,’ mother explained.

‘Is he dead?’

‘He just disappeared. Nobody knows where. It’s left her a bit queer in t’ ’ead. Mrs Allison is a good woman.’

It’s just as well she was, for I was left in her care for hours on end.
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