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      Nell Dunn was born in London in 1936 and educated at a convent, which she left at the age of fourteen. She came to fame in
         1963 with the publication of Up the Junction, the series of short stories set in South London, four of which first appeared in the New Statesman. Awarded the John Llewelyn Rhys Memorial Prize and filmed for both television and cinema, the book became a controversial
         success. A collection of conversations, Talking to Women (1965), preceded Poor Cow (1967), her bestselling novel. This was also filmed, starring Carol White and Terence Stamp, under the direction of Ken Loach.
         Her more recent adult books are Grandmothers (1991) and My Silver Shoes (1996). Nell Dunn’s acclaimed play Steaming was produced in 1981 and her first television film, Every Breath You Take, appeared in 1987. She has also written Sisters, a play that opened in Ipswich.
      

      
      Nell Dunn has three sons. She lives in London with a dachshund. 
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      Preface

      
      I went to live in Battersea in 1959. The house was a two-storey
cottage near a stream running into the Wandle,
and in the back garden were an apple tree and a pear
tree – the remains of the market garden it once was. The
next-door family kept hens. The old mother lived downstairs
and her children and grandchildren upstairs, and
whenever they had a row the old lady locked her door and
they couldn’t get to the toilet which was out the back, so
they had to come in to use mine. I had the only bath in
the street so there was always a queue for it because my
friends opposite had to fill a plastic bowl with water from
the kitchen tap and then take it up to the tiny back bedroom
they shared to wash. You washed your feet last
because that was the dirtiest part of your body.

I loved Battersea. It was built on a hill and tumbled
down the hill cottages and factories and the power station
with its early morning plumes of mauve smoke drifting up
into an early morning sky. In a side street half hidden in a
doorway would stand the bookie in the evening darkness.
Calling out to you in a low voice as you went by. Betting
was illegal then. Abortion was illegal too, but names were
passed around and many young women ended up in the
local hospital with perforated wombs.

I loved the dogs. Stray dogs everywhere, and when my
little brown bitch from Battersea Dogs Home came in season
I would be followed by a great crowd of dogs till I had to
run home and bang the door shut. In the summer evenings
people hung about outside smoking, chatting and eating
fish and chips. There were always a few stray dogs in the
street and I saved bones and bacon rind for them. There
were still a lot of bomb sites, and my two-year-old son
would be taken by the big girls and boys to play king of the
castle on the mounds of building debris. The women really
ruled the roost in those days. Sometimes a man had to
change his name to the woman’s to fit in with the family.

In the morning the young women would go singing
down the road to work, stopping at the bakers to buy fresh
rolls to eat as they walked along. If they lost their job in
one factory through cheek or pilfering they could get a job
in another the next day. It was the same with boyfriends.
There were so many factories: the butter factory, the sweet
factory (where I worked), the button factory, the candle
factory, the sugar factory and the brewery which smelt of
sweet yeast, and babies left out in their prams, dummies
stuck firmly between pink gums, would get covered with a
thin sticky treacle And, in hot weather, flies.

The night of Princess Margaret’s wedding everyone got
drunk. The pubs were open till midnight and everyone got
drunk and fought. It wasn’t unusual for girls to fight over
a man. Swinging each other around by the hair and
screaming.

I bought my first pair of tight white jeans off a rail in
the market, bleached my hair blonde, and wore it in a beehive.
I was a writer when I went to live in Battersea but it
took a long time to get published. In 1963 Karl Miller, the
literary editor of the New Statesman, began to publish my
stories, four of which are included in Up the Junction. He
also showed me how to edit. How to pare them down to
the lean, simple language that suited them. It was very
thrilling to be published in the New Statesman.

Then I met Joy. She was standing outside her house in
her bedroom slippers. She had thin white legs and pale
gold hair. We became close friends and we still are close
friends. After meeting her I wrote Poor Cow. Most of what
I wrote in Up the Junction I heard; some of it I made up.
Poor Cow was more a mixture of Joy and what happened
to her, and also what happened to me. She had a caravan
at Selsey Bill and we would go for the weekend and have
a lovely time. I wrote about this in My Silver Shoes. I was
happy when I was with Joy.

It all ended when the sanitary inspector came round
and found silverfish under the lino. The house was
declared unfit for human habitation, which was of course
rubbish, and demolished. Battersea became full of derelict
building sites and then, thanks to the town planners, concrete
high-rise prison flats. I wrote Up the Junction and
Poor Cow when I was still young enough to believe I was
immortal. Life and its thrills were never going to end.
Now, rereading these books I remember the excitement of
escaping my unpeopled background to the energy of the
city. I hope these books capture my time there – when the
day began around six, eating fresh rolls on the way to
work, and often ended after midnight kissing somewhere
forbidden, someone forbidden.



      Nell Dunn, January 2013
      

   



      
      
      FOR REUBEN


      
      Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than wine.

      
      SONG OF SOLOMON
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Nell Dunn

“Touching, troufrul and fresh . . .A tour de force’
Margaret Drabble






