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PREFACE

First the boy ducked, then he was forced to crawl. He was fifteen years old and over six feet tall, shuffling on his knees in the dark. A blast of hot air hit him from a ventilation duct and he tasted coal dust in his mouth, felt grit in his eyes. There was an explosion, a great roar that shook the earth and reverberated through the narrow tunnels several hundred feet below the surface. The machinery clanked and banged. The boy was hunched over, he couldn’t see and he couldn’t hear. It was hell. And it was dangerous. Death stalked the pits.

Linton Colliery was fortunate. It never had a disaster – not like the nearby pit at Woodhorn, where thirteen men died in an underground explosion in 1916. But still, everybody knew somebody who had lost their life down there. The previous year, twenty-six-year-old Thomas Tait had been crushed by a fall of coal. Nine months before that, just before Christmas, Frederick Johnson, a coal-cutter, had perished from ruptured organs. A year earlier, Cyril Queen, a twenty-one-year-old drawer, had died six days after a heap of stone had fallen on him and been buried in St John’s churchyard in Ashington. Between 1897 and 1961, Linton suffered fifty-three fatalities.1

And it wasn’t just the danger. The pit was deeply unpleasant. It was dark and windy, hot and cold. When they fired the shots, it was deafening, even though everybody covered their ears. Then they would stand where they were for five minutes while the dust settled before it became possible to see again. Food had to be hung from the roof in pails to protect it from mice. Most miners had scars down their spines from scraping against the roofs of the low tunnels. They spent their lives covered in coal dust. In the days before the baths were installed at the pits, many would have a permanent black square on their backs which they couldn’t reach to wash – and besides, superstition suggested that washing a back made it weak. Their hands would seem permanently grubby, not from dirt itself but from nicks and scratches that were stained by the coal.

This was where the boy’s father spent five and a half days a week throughout his working life, where he had sustained an injury that for weeks had left one side of his face swollen and bruised – not that he took a day off work. It was where his grandfather had laboured, where almost everybody he knew earned their meagre living. The boy had agitated to come down the pit. When he’d begun his apprenticeship, he’d been assigned to a conveyor belt on the surface, sorting coal from debris for eight hours a day. Patience did not come naturally to him, and he was bored. He begged for a move and was shifted to the weigh cabin, where he calculated the amount of coal in wagons leaving the shaft. He still found it dull, but at least there were breaks during which he could draw on the walls with a piece of stone or lay snares in the nearby fields. The boy had a natural sharpness with money – his grandfather was a notorious local bookmaker – and soon developed a side line selling the rabbits he had caught. But the surface wasn’t real mining: eventually he would have to go down the pit itself.

His first day of a sixteen-week apprenticeship, though, was enough. His job was to be ‘hanging on and knocking off’. He watched another miner perform the task, standing at the junction of two rail lines, grabbing the tubs as they approached, slowing them down, knocking off the haulage ropes, pulling the tubs round and hanging them on the ropes that took them off in the other direction. He would be standing there in a dark, draughty tunnel eight hours a day, five and a half days a week, alone but for the mice – and the ghosts who were widely believed to haunt the tunnels, heard in the grunts and sighs of the shifting earth. The mine, the boy decided, was not for him. He was a child of the outdoors. He fished and he hunted. He poached. He had been a tearaway, forever getting into scrapes as a child. From the moment he could walk, he’d roamed far and wide. He was not somebody who could be constrained.

Two weeks earlier, largely because he thought it was what tall people did, the boy had applied to join the police force. But there was another, far more enticing possibility. Shortly before his fifteenth birthday, after playing well for Ashington YMCA’s under-eighteen side against Barkworth, the boy had been approached by a scout from Leeds United and offered a trial. The boy hadn’t liked the idea of leaving home for the big city; what he loved were the fields and the rivers and the sea. And besides, everybody knew the footballer in the family was his younger brother, Robert. Even his mother thought the club must have confused the two of them. And, if he was honest with himself, the boy was worried by the possibility of failure. He may have seemed brash and self-confident, but he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving Ashington only to return a few weeks later in humiliation.

But having experienced the pit, none of that seemed so significant any more. And so, Jack Charlton decided to become a footballer.




INTRODUCTION

Jack Charlton pushed himself up from the turf where he had collapsed in exhaustion. England had just won the 1966 World Cup and, as the final whistle blew at the end of extra time, he had summoned his final reserves of energy to run half the length of the pitch to celebrate with Geoff Hurst, who had scored a hat-trick. By the time he got there, Hurst had gone and Jack fell to his knees. But Bobby was there, two brothers united in England’s greatest footballing triumph. ‘We just put our arms round each other,’ Jack said. ‘He wasn’t smiling at all, yet I know in my heart he was overjoyed.’1

Accounts vary as to what Bobby said to Jack as they embraced after the final whistle. According to Bobby he said, ‘Our lives will never be the same.’2 According to Jack he said, ‘What is there to win now?’3 If the latter is true, the answer was obvious: the European Cup with Manchester United. But what is striking, whatever Bobby’s question was, is how ambivalent he seemed about success. Jack was shattered but ecstatic, perhaps still grateful to have been part of it; Bobby, by his own admission, felt relief alongside the joy. The pressure perhaps told more on the more talented brother, but that was very typical of him: he may have been a natural footballer, but he was not somebody to whom euphoria came readily. The emotions football inspired in him were always complicated.

That was a moment of achievement and family harmony, and the story was appealing: these two lads from the coalfield, very different in physique, temperament and style, who played for very different clubs, coming together for their country. There was Bobby, a player of extraordinary natural gifts, who had suffered the agonies of the Munich air crash, supported by the elder brother who was far less gifted but had dragged himself into the national side just over a year earlier.

Yet with hindsight there is a curious sense in which that image of the pair of them embracing marks a moment at which their relationship began to change, the first time perhaps that Jack could have been considered Bobby’s equal. Bobby still had two more great triumphs to come, the second of them the almost unbearably emotional success of the European Cup final. But he was committed to an old style of football, one rooted in romance and individuality. Jack was more modern in his thinking, a tactician who saw the game as being about the team unit. His best years in club football were also still to come, but it was as a manager that he excelled. But here, in English football’s greatest moment, they were united.

Jack and Bobby, in their contrasting ways, were vital to England’s World Cup success. Their story has fascinated ever since. How could they look so similar – with their matching blond comb-overs – and yet be so different? The younger was more gifted, but also more withdrawn, more conservative; the elder was ebullient, often brusque and yet radical in outlook and open to new ideas – and not just in football. Yet it was Jack who became disillusioned with football and Bobby who, in his role as Manchester United director, perhaps only by failing to protest loudly enough, played a role in its growing commercialisation. That for several years they barely spoke only added to the wider intrigue. For a long time it was assumed that Bobby was the more clubbable but that image was overtaken by Ron Atkinson’s line – supposedly originally formulated by Jack – that Bobby had been the better player but he, Jack, was the better bloke.4 That too is a simplification: both were complex and contradictory.

Both have written autobiographies and, although they are very different in tone – Bobby’s measured and diplomatic, Jack’s open and argumentative – both, like most sporting autobiographies, are as significant for what they omit as for what they contain. Bobby’s is almost devoid of anything personal, controversies passed over; Jack’s is full of score-settling and explaining why, actually, he was right all along. Neither offers much on the detail of games; perhaps when life becomes just one match after another, individual fixtures blur into each other. Memory is slippery and inevitably involves an element of wish-fulfilment. One of Jack’s set pieces in his after-dinner speaking was to ask the audience what the greatest goal ever scored for England was and, when he’d got his audience to agree that it was Bobby’s 25-yard drive into the top corner against Mexico in 1966, point out that it was he who had given Bobby the ball, a self-deprecating joke about the undervalued brother demanding his due. It was a good line and usually got a laugh, but it wasn’t true: Bobby received the ball from Roger Hunt.

There have been other studies of the pair before, but Two Brothers, as well as examining their very different characters, considers also how they were shaped by and in their own small way shaped or were representative of much broader trends both in sport and the wider culture. They were contrasting figures in that regard, too. Bobby was a great footballer, probably the greatest England has ever produced but – perhaps in part because of his reaction to Munich – he seemed oddly out of time, a representation of a previous age of phlegmatic derringdo and duty, resistant to the youth movement and uneasy about the liberalisation of the sixties. When the FA wheeled him out to promote their various doomed bids to host the World Cup, it was partly because he seemed to represent an old England of fair play and gentlemanliness. Jack was far more voluble, showed his emotions and was more open to change, far more radical in his vision of football. As well as taking in their early years, successes as players, and Jack’s remarkable time in charge of Ireland, this book looks in more detail than any previous work at their club management careers, which was when their profound differences really became clear.

This is about two remarkable men and their relationship, and about football, but it is also a story about England and Englishness (and Ireland and Irishness) in the second half of the twentieth century.




1

HOME

The Ashington in which Jack and Bobby grew up was a relatively prosperous place, the self-styled ‘biggest mining village in the world’,1 with Station Road and its grand Co-op the largest shopping street between Newcastle and Edinburgh. Yet when the first lease for the sinking of a shaft at Felham Down (‘Fell ’Em Doon’, as it became known) was issued in 1847, Ashington was just a small collection of farmhouses with a population of around eighty. There is some evidence of earlier bell-shaped pits and monastic workings, but the area boomed as the Duke of Portland encouraged migrants fleeing the Irish famine to settle and work in his collieries. Within forty years there were four mines in the area and Ashington’s population was 25,000.

The closure of Ashington Pit in 1988, seven years after Woodhorn Pit had shut down, caused mass unemployment. The town has never really recovered. Linton, where Jack and Bobby’s father worked, had been exhausted by 1968. Ellington, the last colliery in the area, shut down in 2005.

Jack was vocal during the miners’ strike of 1984–85 and on occasion campaigned with Arthur Scargill, but he subsequently acknowledged that, ‘If you were to talk to some of them now, they would tell you that the closing of the mines was the best thing that ever happened to them. They have found a new lifestyle and, more importantly, new hope.’2 But for many, that hope was to be found elsewhere.

The impact on Ashington has been dismal. The deprivation, the boarded-up shops, the vandalism, the sense of decline are obvious today. When Andy Haldane, the chief economist at the Bank of England, visited in 2018, he spoke of ‘barren economic tundra, permanently leeched of nutrients.’3 There’s a reason for the sense for alienation and anger that led to a 56 per cent Leave vote in the Wansbeck constituency in the 2016 Brexit referendum and for the startling fall in MP Ian Lavery’s majority to just 814 at the 2019 general election. It had traditionally been a Labour stronghold.

And yet to speak only of decay is to offer only half the picture. On a bright spring bank holiday, Ashington retains a sense of bustle. The market on Woodhorn Street is lively, the atmosphere on the terrace outside the Rohan Kanhai – the Wetherspoon’s pub named after the great Guyanese batsman, who played for the local cricket club in the early sixties – convivial. But perhaps most striking are the occasional reminders of what Ashington used to be; less the pit sites that have become business centres or country parks than the glimpses of grandeur, of the time when there was enough wealth to build a basic public necessity with a sense of style, or at least solidity, the most notable of which, perhaps, are the toilets on Milburn Road.

Nobody should think life down the pit was anything other than brutal and terrifying or miners anything other than impoverished but there was some compensation in the sense of community around the collieries. The rivalry of the social clubs extended also to the welfare associations, maintained by a levy on miners’ wages, which created the ideal environment for developing sporting talent. A selection from Ashington Colliery Magazine extracted in the historian Mike Kirkup’s memoir of growing up in Ashington, Coal Town, gives some picture of what life was like: there are (lots of) results from sporting fixtures, details of musical accomplishments, jokes and the announcement of two deaths in mining accidents.4

Jack and Bobby aren’t the only World Cup winners from Ashington; there’s also Mark Wood, who won the cricket World Cup in 2019 (and even he is probably only the second-best fast bowler from Ashington, after Steve Harmison). They weren’t the first professional footballers in their family and they weren’t even the first players from Beatrice Street to be named footballer of the year, their neighbour Jimmy Adamson, the captain of Burnley, won it in 1962. That somebody of the stature of Rohan Kanhai (seventy-nine Tests in which he scored 6227 runs at47.53) played for Ashington is indicative not only of the importance placed on sport in the area but the fact that in the sixties the club could afford his wages.

Beatrice Street was a typical colliery row, part of a block of terraces running roughly north-west to south-east between Woodhorn Road and Hirst Park. They have small front gardens, perhaps twenty feet square, before a pavement and then the front garden of the facing row. It seems impossible that the path outside could ever have been other than pedestrian-only, but a photograph from around 1960 in the Woodhorn Museum shows Jack, Bobby and their two brothers standing proudly with a car in front of their house. Most vehicular access, though, was via the back lanes, which is where Jack and Bobby first kicked a ball around. It remains much as it looks in old photographs – a few more cars now, and the tops of the walls spiked with broken glass – but essentially the same. No. 114 Beatrice Street, now clad in a toffee-coloured glaze, is unremarkable, almost poignantly so.

In 1971, Jack presented a Tyne Tees Television documentary about Ashington, Big Jack’s Other World. It’s notable for his charisma and his warmth, his comfort in front of the camera at a time when many sportsmen, including his brother, found it excruciatingly awkward, the easy way he involves the people around him. He goes back to the house in which he and his three brothers shared a bed through their childhood, barges in on the Kennedys, who’d moved in four years earlier, and pokes around, admiring the inside toilet and the oven (his mother had cooked over the fire), and demonstrating how he and Bobby used to play football in the back lane. He goes whippet-racing, visits his father’s ramshackle pigeon cree and listens appreciatively to a brass band. He expresses some views on the role of women that are perhaps most generously described as traditional, and doggedly argues, long after it’s apparent he’s wrong, with his father about the species of the geese nesting on a nearby pond.

But the most telling moment comes after he’s bought a round in a working men’s club. He reflects on the golden age of such institutions, when they’d compete to have the best facilities and to attract the biggest stars and then, over a lingering shot of men laughing as they play bingo, claims that people in the North-East are the ‘happiest’ he’s ever come across. That fits the general sentimental tone, but he then goes on, acknowledging that he ‘wanted something more’. He was proud of his roots, celebrated them frequently and came home often, far more often than Bobby, but for a long time he found the North-East easier to love from afar. ‘If you stay till you’re nineteen,’ he said, reflecting on his younger brother’s reluctance to come and work for him in Leeds, ‘I don’t think you’ve any chance of getting away.’5

And that was when Ashington was thriving. In 1999, a syndicate of ten people living in Linton Colliery, the village that remains where the pit used to be, won £1.1 million on the National Lottery. The Guardian sent a journalist to investigate the impact on the tiny community. He watched a game of bowls at the ’Tute – the Village Hall Institute – where the syndicate was based, and asked if anybody would use the money to make a new life elsewhere. ‘“Leave Linton?”’ he reported two spectators saying. ‘“Nobody leaves Linton.”6

Thanks to football, though, Jack and Bobby got away.

*

A man walks into a barber’s in Ashington and sits down.

‘Can I have a perm, please?’ he asks.

‘A perm? Aye, alreet,’ the barber replies. ‘Ah wander’d lurnly as a clood . . . ’

Even in the North-East, the Ashington accent is seen as a little strange, so much so that there’s an entire sub-genre of jokes about it.

‘I went to Ashington aquarium the other day but it was closed for training porpoises. Just as well, really. They were re-stocking when one of the tanks shattered. Turtle mayhem.’

Jack’s accent softened a little, and Bobby’s rather more so, as they got older. Both were widely regarded as speaking with a geordie intonation, but neither did, really. What they spoke was pitmatic, the blanket term for the varied dialect of the northeastern coalfield, which, as the historian Dan Jackson puts it, is characterised by its ‘combination of musicality and terminological exactitude’.7 As the pits closed and life became more focused on the major cities, and with developments in transport and technology, there has been a process of consolidation but each community used to have its own distinctive patterns. Even as late as 1978–79, linguistic experts were able to pinpoint the ‘Wearside Jack’ tapes – the hoax communications supposedly from the Yorkshire Ripper to the police – to Castletown, a former pit village subsumed into the west of Sunderland.*

No version of pitmatic, though, is quite so distinctive as that of Ashington. Most obviously the ‘oh’ sound becomes an ‘ur’ but every vowel undergoes a shift (or, more accurately, has not undergone the shift that happened in most other English between 1400 and 1700).8 In Big Jack’s Other World, there is a remarkable section in which his younger brother Tommy tells a story about the ‘clivirist’ dog he’s ever known, a whippet cross who ‘wakked ahl the way hyurm’ with an ‘igg’ in his ‘mooth’.9 Even to those of us raised in the North-East, it borders on the incomprehensible.

Sporting prowess ran through Cissie Milburn’s family. Her great-grandfather Jack had played in goal for various village teams in Northumberland. His son was also called Jack but was more generally known as ‘Warhorse’ – and you wonder quite how tough somebody must have been to acquire that nickname in the Northumberland coalfield in the late nineteenth century. He was a forceful full-back in village games, often turning up on a Saturday afternoon straight from his shift. He was a sinker, his job to open up new pits by digging and blasting shafts to seams often hundreds of feet underground. On his nose there was a blue scar – a typical ‘miner’s tattoo’ – the result of coaldust getting into an open wound caused when a charge he had laid went off prematurely.

Cissie was the daughter of Warhorse’s son Jack, who was known as ‘Tanner’ because when he was born he was half the size of his elder brother Bob – a tanner (sixpence) being half a bob (a shilling). When Cissie was two, Tanner left to fight in the First World War. He was taken prisoner on the Somme and, while he was away, her mother supplemented her allowance by working in a local chippy. They moved from a house in a colliery row on Hawthorne Road to a slightly larger one on Sycamore Street, something Tanner only discovered when he knocked on the wrong door after returning from his PoW camp in 1919.

Tanner was Ashington’s goalkeeper during their brief period in Division Three (North) in the 1920s, noted as the best left-handed keeper at that level – a boast proudly repeated by various members of the family since, although it’s not entirely clear why it should matter which hand he favoured. His real gift, though, was coaching sprinters and he had significant success at various athletics meetings across the region at a time when races drew large crowds and there were serious prizes on offer. All four of his sons played professional football: Jack for Leeds United and, briefly, Bradford City; George for Leeds and Chesterfield; Jim for Leeds and Bradford Park Avenue and Stan for Chesterfield, Leicester and Rochdale.

Stan was probably a better sprinter than footballer but one year at the Morpeth Olympics, Tanner agreed with the coach of Stan’s main rival that they would split the twenty-pound prize whoever won. Stan was beaten by a fraction and his father took his ten pounds, refusing to give him anything on the grounds that he had lost and the money had been secured only by his own intelligence in hedging. Stan never ran competitively again. That was typical of Tanner who was, as Cissie put it, a ‘rogue’.

The photograph taken of him when he became Prisoner of War No. 1749 shows a balding man with an extraordinary kiss-curl oozing over his forehead, a slight smirk playing on his lips. He was a bookie’s runner and would involve his children and later his grandchildren in various scams; the young Cissie, for instance, had to deliver betting slips hidden in the little bucket she played with when they went to the beach at Newbiggin. In public, Tanner was generous, convivial and quick-witted. In private, he was mean and penny-pinching.

Cissie herself was a tomboy, forever getting into scrapes on the shale-strewn waste ground where children in Ashington played. She became school netball captain and would fight her sister Etty in a ring made from a washing line for a cash prize provided by their brothers.

But the family’s greatest sportsman was Cissie’s cousin, Jackie. A self-effacing man who seemed never quite to get over his early fear of his father – who once clouted his son for what he took to be show-boating when he saw him collapse after winning a sprint at his school sports day, not realising it was the fourth event he’d won that afternoon – Jackie Milburn was Newcastle’s all-time leading scorer until the advent of Alan Shearer. His bronze statue stands outside St James’ Park, having been moved from its original position by the McDonald’s on Northumberland Street in the centre of Newcastle. He remains, perhaps even more so than Shearer, the greatest of all Newcastle’s sporting folk heroes, the origin of the fabled reverence of their fans for a number 9.

Milburn was quick and powerful and brought success. He scored both goals in the 1951 FA Cup final against Blackpool, the second of them a strike of legendary velocity and precision. He was part of the side that retained the Cup in 1952 and then scored the opener after forty-five seconds as Newcastle beat Manchester City 3–1 in the 1955 final. That was the earliest goal scored in a final until Roberto Di Matteo took the record in 1997, and that FA Cup remains the last domestic trophy won by Newcastle.

When Milburn was called up by England for a game against Northern Ireland in Belfast, the only way for Jack and Bobby to witness it was to go the cinema to watch the Pathé news reel that was showing before the Moira Shearer film The Red Shoes. So long were the queues though, that by the time they got in, the news was over and the film had been on for fifteen minutes. The Red Shoes may now be regarded as a classic, but the travails of a ballet dancer held little interest for them then and they sat bored through the two hours that remained to catch the next showing of the news. After the credits, an usherette tried to move them on and they were allowed to remain only when it was explained who they were and why they were so desperate to see the brief highlights of a 6–2 win in which Milburn marked his debut by scoring England’s third.

But Jackie Milburn was more than just a great footballer. Fans could see in him one of their own, a miner employed at Woodhorn who’d attended a trial at St James’ after being unimpressed by the level of play in a wartime friendly. When he first started playing for Newcastle, he would arrange it so that he worked the midnight to 7 a.m. shift on a Saturday morning, then take the number 3 bus from Ashington to St James’ to play. Milburn retained an instinctive modesty, but as the lad from the coalfield who scored winning goals at Wembley, he came to symbolise something profound.

Woodhorn is the only one of the five pits that made up the Ashington coalfield that still exists, although it is now a heritage museum. Many of the outbuildings have gone but the pit wheel still stands, as do the stables and a section of narrow-gauge railway that used to transport coal to the coast. A series of videos give some sense of the darkness, noise and claustrophobic chaos of life in the mine, explaining how the coalface would first be undercut and then drilled before explosive charges were set. Hewers, those who actually worked at the coalface, were the most respected men in the colliery, hacking away with their pickaxes, often hunched and on their knees.

There is also a gallery in which seventy-five works by the so-called Pitman Painters are on display. There is an idea that football was the only creative outlet for the men of the coalfield,10 but actually there was a remarkably fecund cultural life in Ashington, a powerful autodidactic drive.11 The painters developed from the art appreciation class first put on by the Ashington Workers Educational Authority in 1934. Their tutor, Robert Lyon of King’s College, quickly realised that his academic approach was having little impact and so encouraged his students to produce their own works, to learn about painting by painting. The results were remarkable, a depiction over fifty years of life in the coalfield, above and below ground, in a variety of styles. What is perhaps most striking is the way many of the early works pastiche the likes of Van Gogh or Cézanne; magazines and books had clearly been studied to give an idea of what great art was. An exhibition of the Pitman Painters’ work was the first from the West to be held in China after the Cultural Revolution, regarded by Mao Zedong as a fine example of workers’ art.12

In one painting, a middle-aged Jackie Milburn crouches with a whippet, and many others depict both the brutality of the job and the stark beauty of the surrounding landscape. Most affecting, though, is probably the final painting in the exhibition which, in loving pastels, shows a hewer, lying almost flat in a low tunnel, swinging at the coalface by the soft light of a lamp.

It wasn’t just the Milburn side of Cissie’s family that was athletically gifted. Her mother had been a Charlton – a lot of people were. Both the Charltons and the Milburns were reiver families – surnames, as the clans were known – who had made their living raiding across the border to rustle cattle. A map of the distribution of surnames in the 1580–90s, drawn from warden’s reports and printed in Graham Robb’s The Debatable Land, places the Milburns just north of Hadrian’s Wall, about five miles southeast of Bewcastle, perhaps a quarter of the way from Carlisle to Newcastle, with the Charltons further north and east, around what is now the north edge of Kielder Water.*13

It’s easy to forget now when, whether travelling by road or rail, the border slips by in a blur of gorse, but Northumberland used to be, as the historian Dan Jackson puts it, ‘a dangerous frontier zone which, after centuries of violence, transformed into a great crucible of the Industrial Revolution where the same qualities of endurance were relied upon and celebrated.’14 Between 1040 and 1745, only three English monarchs did not either invade Scotland or fight off an invasion from Scotland, and that inevitably left its mark upon the people who, according to Robert Bowen in 1550 were ‘wild and misdemeanoured . . . much inclined to disorder’15 and William Stukeley in 1776, were, ‘old and hardy . . . fierce in manners’.16

The Charltons were firmly in that tradition. The last man publicly executed in Carlisle was a Charlton, hanged in 1862 for murdering a widow with a pickaxe and hedge-slasher to steal the money she had saved for her funeral.17

Cissie’s maternal grandfather, George, meanwhile, had been a champion Northumbrian sword-dancer and a keen quoits player. One night, returning drunk after winning a dancing competition, he had fallen asleep in a hedge. He reacted aggressively when a policeman woke him to move him on and, in the altercation that followed, George was struck on the head with a truncheon. He subsequently suffered mental health problems and was for a time held in an institution. After his release, he would go wandering and would often be found preaching to the moon and the stars. He began drinking heavily as well and became violent; Cissie remembered the nights when her grandmother would come to take refuge at their house.

When Cissie Milburn was fourteen, she took the overnight bus south from Newcastle and began work as a general maid at a house in Watford. She hated it, wasn’t treated particularly well and was desperately homesick, but she stuck it out because she couldn’t face returning home as a failure.

After two years, she secured a better position as a mother’s help in Harrow-on-the-Hill and was beginning to settle to life there when she was summoned home. Her mother was ill and it was feared she had terminal cancer. As it turned out, it was a false alarm, so Cissie set off to find work once more, this time going to Leeds, where three of her brothers played football. She became a mother’s help again. She got engaged, to a boy called Charlie Burton, but they were never committed and soon drifted apart.

She began to suffer problems with her throat and was diagnosed with quinsy, a serious complication of tonsillitis. When her mother visited and saw her, evidently unwell, cleaning windows with a flannel tied around her throat, she told her to come home: they weren’t so poor, she told her daughter, they didn’t need the money that badly.

Cissie got a job in a pork butcher’s, filling pies and serving behind the counter. She met a lad called Joe Bennett and got engaged for a second time. This time it was serious and when he met somebody else, Cissie was ‘heartbroken’.18

A couple of weeks later, Cissie went to the Princess dance hall to try to cheer herself up. But the sight of other couples only depressed her further and she sat against the wall feeling sorry for herself until ‘a handsome lad with a big grin’ wandered over and said, ‘You’ve fallen out with your lad and I’ve fallen out with my lass – let’s have this dance.’19

His name was Bob Charlton, he was a hewer at Linton and seven years earlier he’d been to the same school as her. Six months after that first meeting, they married at Morpeth registry office. Their wedding reception, for which they hired an accordion player, was held at Cissie’s mother’s house on Laburnum Terrace.

Bob, unusually in Ashington, didn’t much care for football. Boxing was his sport and he was good at it. One night he took on a pro for a one-pound purse at a travelling boxing booth and won, spending 17s 6d of his prize on a wedding ring for Cissie and the remainder on a fireside kerb. He was a quiet, reserved and naturally cautious man who liked the solitude of his allotment. That Cissie’s volubility occasionally irritated him was no secret, but he also had a stubborn, difficult side.

‘He embarrassed me, he annoyed me, he argued just for the sake of argument,’ Cissie said, to the point that she threatened to leave him just as soon as their youngest had turned fifteen.20 On Tommy’s fifteenth, Bob asked her if she were going as she’d insisted. ‘No,’ she replied. ‘You’ve mellowed since then.’

Cissie also acknowledged that her attitude to her husband changed after she took a trip down the mine at Woodhorn, which she described as ‘terrible – dirty, dark and mouse-infested’. From that moment on, she vowed, she would never hear a word said against pitmen: ‘they deserve all they earn and more just for going down that awful place.’21

On the allotment Bob grew potatoes and cabbages and kept pigeons, chickens, pigs and, briefly, a pit pony he’d rescued from the mine once it became too old to work. They would take it to Newbiggin to gather sea coal, which would wash up on the beach having been dislodged by shot-firing in the shafts that ran out under the sea bed or having been jettisoned by colliers putting out from Blyth if they ran into bad weather. He would bring wood home from the colliery for the fire, but before burning it would sort through it methodically, seeing if there were any screws or nails he could repurpose.

In Big Jack’s Other World, Jack visits the allotment and pokes disdainfully at his father’s homemade cree, fashioned from a seemingly random assortment of planks. He’s forced to admit, though, that it’s solid enough and does the job it’s supposed to. Function, you suspect, always mattered far more to Bob than appearance.

After they’d married, Cissie and Bob stayed with his mother until they were able to rent a flat on the same street as her mother. During Second World War air-raids, the family would gather at Tanner’s house as seemingly the sturdiest of any of the clan. As it turned out, only one bomb ever fell on Ashington and it missed both industry and residential property, landing on the ice rink.

When her mother died, at the age of fifty at Christmas 1943, Cissie and Bob moved in with Tanner on Laburnum Terrace, where Gordon was born a year later. They were offered a colliery house on Chestnut Street, and it was there that Tommy, the youngest of the four brothers, was born in 1946. Two years later, the colliery offered them a bigger house and they moved again, to 114 Beatrice Street, their home for the following eighteen years. There was no bathroom, just a scullery with a cold tap off the kitchen that, with the laying-up room reserved for best, doubled as a living room.

 

_________________

* Peter Sutcliffe was arrested in January 1981 and subsequently convicted on thirteen counts of murder and seven of attempted murder. It turned out he had already been questioned nine times but eliminated because of his West Yorkshire accent. It wasn’t until 2005 that the hoaxer, John Humble, was identified by DNA evidence. It turned out he was from Castletown. Whatever the many faults of the Ripper inquiry, the linguistic experts were absolutely right; the problem was not that the tape was not from Castletown, it was that it was not from the murderer.

* The reservoir, northern Europe’s largest man-made lake by volume, was completed in 1981; before that it was an area of farmland.
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