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For the family.
The dead. The living. Those yet unborn.
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Introduction
Have You Been Telling Stories?


The process . . . is not one in which the present ‘I’ records the events in the life of the past ‘me’ but one in which a dialectic takes place between present ‘I’ and past ‘me’, at the end of which both have changed and the author-subject could say equally truthfully, ‘I wrote it’ and ‘it wrote me’.

Charles Rycroft

Our histories, whatever else they are, are coded stories about what we wanted in the past and about what we want in the future and about what we fear in the future.

Adam Phillips

To be a biographer you must tie yourself up in lies, concealments, hypocrisies, false colourings and even in hiding a lack of under-standing, for biographical truth is not to be had and if it were to be had we could not use it.

Sigmund Freud



What follows is an account of my working life and some of the events which have determined its nature. It is, of course, incomplete and partial. Therefore it cannot be the whole truth. Is it truthful? That is, despite the omissions, true in the sense that it doesn’t lie? It doesn’t consciously lie, so the lies remaining must also be lies that I still tell myself.

I have spent my life seeking the truth. When young I was convinced it was being kept from me, that others were revealing only half-truths, keeping secrets and offering bland generalities instead of frank revelation. They either wanted to forget or they needed to escape guilt. They had the power and the secrets; they had the power bestowed by secrets. I didn’t know what they didn’t know.

That is rather the way many of us feel as adults about government and its ‘security’ apparatus. Indeed, what we feel about all opaque institutions which look over us.

Will it also apply to this book? Will I do to the reader what I complain was done to me? Will I hide as I pretend to reveal? Will what purports to be a book of revelations in fact be an exercise in public relations?

I’ve tried to tell the truth. But I would say that, wouldn’t I? In any case it has to be my truth. What other truth could I possibly know?

I’ve tried to be true to the facts which one checks against documents and other sources, including the memories of others.

But facts are not the truth. Facts have to be contextualised in order to achieve meaning. So what I’ve attempted is an imaginative truth, as I try to reveal what it felt like at the time. I’ve tried to avoid attaching how I feel now to what happened then. Where I do, I make it clear. I have often found that what I thought was my memory was actually someone else’s. I’d absorbed it and then taken ownership of it. I’ve tried to weigh the possibility that these memories were just a gloss and only include those I judge to be credible from other sources.

My private life is private: the clue is in the name. I’m a private man who happened to do a public job. Now, for the first time, I choose to become public but that is no reason for the lives of other private people to be made public property. I exclude, or partially exclude, many people dear to me, particularly my sons, Will and Michael, and Alex, who was my wife and remains my friend. The omissions are out of respect for them. The exceptions to this rule of exclusion are: my childhood – the child being father of the man – and my first love – for without her and what happened to her, the reader would not know why two films were even made or understand one of the main philosophies of my working life.

Why have I written it? Of course, I don’t know. I think that at eighty, one has an urge to look back and make some coherent sense of what has gone before. Rebecca West said that writers write because they want to find out how they feel about something and certainly the act of setting memories down, creating that distance, gives one the opportunity to see what was once invisible. One has no time or inclination and one is too absorbed to attempt this in the middle of it all.

I do not write to seek justifications, but I am looking for connections. Many have been mined. Once I revealed them they became obvious, having entirely escaped me all my life.

I do not try to settle scores, despite the many conflicts, hurts and disappointments. I never shirk a row, but once it is over, nothing festers. Neither am I seeking to make or keep friends. I have not written thinking of other people’s feelings. There is no conscious agenda except an urge to understand and to reveal what I do and do not understand.

1988

The TWA passengers from Los Angeles dribbled onto the Heathrow tarmac, sleep-deprived and shivering at the change of temperature. One of them was me, emaciated, depressed and exhausted: a washed-up failure at fifty-two.

People kept telling me I was a success. They had been telling me this for over twenty years. I knew I was a failure. What they thought of as success was actually me failing to face my past. All the frantic achievement people admired was the result of insanely focused work to the exclusion of life, a denial of who I was. A manic defence against depression.

I was running on empty and getting nowhere. There was no more road to run away on. My private life was disintegrating, my professional life no longer served its purpose and I had nowhere to go.

Except to face what I could not face.


Liberty Hall, Brum


Uncle Jack was a painter and decorator. All the other uncles did their own decorating or got their wives to do it. But they deferred to Jack, who was a master tradesman. He had their respect.

A neighbour told him, ‘Oh, Mrs Poulton. She’s so good with all the little ones, ain’t she?’

Jack looked at her. He shrugged.

‘Ar. Ought to be. It’s her trade.’



In the 1930s Britain was divided into two – or more – nations, as it always has been. The north and the peripheral countries, those centres of mining and heavy industry, suffered mass unemployment, poverty and bitter despair. In the south there was prosperity, despite the slums of London. There the economy, at an accelerating pace, steamed – or rather, electrified – ahead. Houses were built, Hoovers were bought and kitchens were plugged in to labour-saving gadgets. Tube lines took commuters further into the country air to houses with gardens.

In the centre of England was Birmingham, Britain’s second city, restless and insecure beneath its sangfroid; the city of a thousand trades and the centre of the twentieth century’s dominant technology, the internal combustion engine. Its centre was Victorian, laid out by confident businessmen demonstrating civic pride, a Council House like a provincial Parliament; a Town Hall designed for ancient Greece; a famous repertory theatre and orchestra; electric tram cars reaching into the far suburbs. Small workshops were everywhere, handed down from father to son, often since the late-eighteenth century. In the suburbs and the surrounding small towns were the immense factories of the twentieth century, busy with anything the world market would buy, from motor cars in Longbridge to motorbikes in Small Heath, to chocolates in Bournville.

It was like an American provincial city – Detroit or Baltimore. Each generation restlessly smashed down what it had inherited to make way for a new architectural shape reflecting the latest fashion. It was determined to be modern. Although only one hundred miles from London it resented the capital’s assumed superiority. It thought London was all show and talk. The saying was that they made the wealth in Birmingham. In London they just spent it.

Birmingham’s people worked hard and spoke little. ‘The less said the better’ would compete with ‘Don’t boast’ as the city’s motto. The men were good at card games that demanded quick arithmetic and a poker face. Known locally as Brum, the city’s abbreviation no doubt reflected the citizens’ parsimony with speech. Though scarred by the slump, there was a rapid recovery on the back of world demand for engineering, especially the internal combustion engine: the motorcycle, the passenger car and the heavy, commercial vehicle. Vast factories produced world-famous products: BSA, Norton and AJS; Austen, Wolseley and Hillman. Thousands of workshops supplied the myriad of parts for these assembly plants.

Brum was the home of the skilled worker: the engineer, the pattern-maker, the tool-turner. The men who lived and breathed engines, who could tell you what was wrong just by listening to one; men who, in addition to a long day’s shift in the workshop, would go home and spend every evening and weekend tinkering with an engine. Women worked, but it was taken for granted that after marriage their real work was in the home. Even they were judged on talents where skill met thrift – at embroidery, crocheting and reversing collars on men’s shirts.

Being a city of few words, the trade in your fingers did the talking, a trade only acquired through serving five-year apprenticeships. It was a city of inarticulate pride. As my uncle Harold, a deeply conservative and, I suspect, Conservative man told me: ‘I’ve never had a gaffer who could do my job.’ He would never tell me how he voted. ‘It’s a secret ballot!’ All my uncles were top card-players: solo whist, poker, brag. They had to be. When given the small, brown envelope containing the week’s wages, many would sit in a card school, playing to double it or lose it altogether. A win would mean extra pocket money. A loss meant going home with no housekeeping for the missus.

Their faces were blank, their eyes observant and their expressions unreadable. They were not easily impressed. They would sit companionably in a pub all evening, steadily necking pints of Ansells or Mitchells and Butler mild, saying little. Their humour was bone-dry and dark.

It is therefore difficult to tell how much, if at all, they cared about the attitudes they attracted. Londoners, especially, thought – and still think – that brummies are stupid and figures of fun. Brummies dismiss cockneys as ‘full of themselves’ or ‘not backward in coming forward’. But they also say those things about mancunians and yanks. Is it defensive? As usual with the poker-faced brummies you don’t know; the chances are it’s an example of their impenetrable humour.

My granddad, Albert Poulton, was born in 1869, in Aston, a poor inner-city district. In 1887 he bumped into Emily Sawyer jostling in the crowds celebrating Queen Victoria’s golden jubilee. He looked Emily up and down and liked what he saw.

‘I’ll look after you, my wench.’

That was that. They were married at St Peter’s and St Paul’s church, Aston, on 29 March 1891. Emily was pregnant. The baby, Annie, died soon after birth. They settled in Upper Sutton Street, Aston. Albert’s father was a gun-maker and Emily’s a steel toy-maker.

Aston was famous for the football stadium, Villa Park, Ansell’s brewery, HP Sauce, Hercules Cycles and a warren of skills and workshops. The brewery and the sauce factories were opposite each other near Aston Cross and the heady mixture of their smells permeated the area.

Granddad loved Aston Villa, Ansell’s mild and fishing. Apart from his family, they were the three pillars of his life. He was a short, bald, upright man with a moustache and a strict manner. He always wore a three-piece suit with a watch and chain in his waistcoat and a hard collar displaying a tie, even when he went to work in the packing department of a warehouse. Walking along the street – which all his life he called the horse road – he would command me to straighten my back and not slouch. He frowned upon eating so much as an ice cream in the street and women smoking anywhere were severely discouraged, although his pipe was always stuck in his own mouth.

He was a Victorian who couldn’t adapt to the bold ways emerging after World War I. The twenties was the decade of gramophone records, the Charleston, short skirts and shorter hair. The abolition of the bosom. A world in which smart young women smoked through long cigarette-holders, drank cocktails and even questioned their subservience to men. He was shocked when his own daughter, Pom, appeared in a scandalously short skirt and askance at her even shorter bobbed haircut. He was unimpressed when told it was all the rage. In fact he raged, saying that, ‘Your mother has never had her hair cut!’

And what on earth was this ‘crystal set’, with voices coming from nowhere?

He served his time to become a maker of long whips for use on a team of horses. They were made of bamboo, measured many feet and tapered along their length. A good coachman could tickle the ears of the front horses in a team of six with Granddad’s precise creations. He was a skilled tradesman with good wages and prestige – until the internal combustion engine arrived and his trade vanished, seemingly overnight. His skills were redundant. He spent the rest of his life as a common labourer, in the language of the day. He used his skills to make fishing rods for himself and his sons. This hurt his pride, but he took it in his stride, saying ‘“Ought”s count for nowt. You can only sleep in one bed and eat at one table.’

As I grew up I learned more about him. As a young man he had been wild, especially in drink. Picking up his week’s wages – a sovereign – he would go off up the canal with his friends for the whole weekend, fishing and drinking and fighting. When Grandma heard him at the front door, she would rush upstairs with the children, only coming down in the morning to see the kitchen furniture, plates and ornaments broken up and Granddad sitting with his head in his hands, now sober and hungover, appalled at the chaos he had wrought. His love of the pub was deep and many times Grandma would march to the Hare and Hounds, slap a dish in front of him, saying ‘There’s your dinner.’

But he never shirked work. Like his sons after him, he never missed a shift, even if he had been carousing all night. In those days if you were even a minute late in the morning, the gates would be locked. You missed a day’s money. He was never late. He was not feckless. As for the rest, age reformed him; he slowed down in his forties and when I knew him he drank little and his rage had ebbed.

He loved gardening, having an allotment in addition to the back garden. Members of the family remember him walking in to the kitchen, his arms full of vegetables and some flowers for Grandma. All his sons loved the garden, Fred becoming famous locally for his chrysanthemums.

At meal times, each of his twelve children were instructed to concentrate on the food. Any infraction – giggling or teasing – was met with severe disapproval. A really naughty child was told to go upstairs, get undressed and wait. He would finish his meal, which would take some time as he chewed each mouthful forty times, having been told this ensured longevity. He would then pick up a cane and go to thrash the child. My aunties said the waiting was worse than the caning. I understood. It was the same with my Dad. It was the same outside the head’s study at grammar school, waiting to be called in.

As the children grew up they resented these beatings and started to assert themselves. One dinner time, after he had sent a teenage daughter upstairs, his way out of the room was blocked by Uncle Harry.

‘Get out of my way or you’ll get a taste.’

Harry stood his ground.

‘Go and sit back down, Dad, all that’s finished now.’

They stood head to head, like two stags, Granddad looking up at this strapping seventeen-year-old. Everyone stared, hardly daring to breathe. It promised a fight unless Harry backed off. But he didn’t. He seemed to grow into manhood through this very act of defiance. Eventually Granddad turned tail and sat. No one broke the silence or dared look at each other. He never struck any of his children again. He looked physically diminished. Power had shifted in the family.

The world was changing around him. During World War I Aunty May wanted to marry the man who had been courting her, John Darby of Walsall, but Granddad at first forbade it. He said no daughter of his would marry to get the man’s pension, expecting he would be killed. He called it ‘blood money’. His family would not bear that shame. They should wait until the war was over. The family was lucky. The only casualty was Albert, who was wounded in the shoulder.

He could not absorb the changes that came with the war, its disruption and the aftermath. Suddenly girls were no longer subservient to their fathers. During the war his daughters had gone up the canal on a barge to Dunlops, the tyre factory, to work shifts with a soldering iron, doing the work of a man. The roads were full of the cars and lorries that had ruined his trade. He never went on an aeroplane. He just looked up at them, as though they were a mirage.

Granddad loved music. He made sure those children with an aptitude learned an instrument. Uncle Albert, the eldest, eventually became the lead violinist in the Birmingham Hippodrome pit orchestra and played summer season in Blackpool Tower. Ida, my Mom, learned the piano as a child and then gave lessons. She also played on a music stall in Birmingham market. Potential customers would ask her to play some sheet music for them so they could judge it. She spent her evenings playing the ‘hurry’ music in cinemas showing silent films. Granddad would sit in the front parlour, tears streaming down his face as he listened to Albert play the violin with my Mom accompanying him. He was a sentimental man.

As a small boy I was interested in a picture of a man on the wall of Granddad’s kitchen. He told me, reverently, that it was Joseph Chamberlain, ‘The greatest man this city ever had’. He would talk about Brum in the days before Chamberlain became mayor, when there were no sewers, of how the ‘night soil men’ would come round; how the water supply was spasmodic and untrustworthy and the slums were infested with rats. How when he became mayor, he cleared slums, municipalised water and gas, laid parks One realised how important were the changes wrought by Chamberlain and why Granddad so revered him. Uncle John worked hard to persuade Granddad to vote Labour. He was a persuasive man. But Granddad never would. He was a Victorian Liberal adrift in the twentieth century.

But despite Granddad’s nominal authority and severe manner, Grandma ruled. She was 4 feet 10 inches high and, by the time I knew her, bent and worn, with a severe manner that softened only when a small child appeared. Her white hair reached her waist. She wore long dark dresses, adorned with tiny flowers and, when in the house, a wraparound pinafore. She could add up but couldn’t read or write. No one knew her age. As a child she had lied in order to get a job. She bore twelve children, of whom one died early: seven girls and five boys lived to maturity and themselves had children. Albert, May, Ada, Harry, Minnie, Emily (Pom), Fred, Wesley, Ida, Floss, Lottie and Dulcie. The eldest, Albert, she did not carry. He was her sister’s baby, who had emigrated to Canada with her man. The idea was to better themselves, get established, and then come back for Albert. They did not come back, so Albert became a Poulton. Grandma bore a child roughly every eighteenth months until menopause.

As the years of hard work beat down on her, she became bent with a humped back. Her hands shook with a Parkinson’s tremor. Her face was lined and darkened by the sun and her hair was white. But there was an observant stillness to her, a centre of gravity, a confident calm that gave her an authority which did not provoke fear. All the family felt safe with her. In her rough and ready way, she loved them and they knew it.

She always kept a good table, however little money was coming in. She believed in a family sticking together and helping each other. When Uncle Harry was sick with cancer she instructed Fred to deliver milk for his family each day without charge. There were regular whip-rounds for any one unemployed. Albert and Harry busked cinema queues, playing duets on their violins, when unemployed, but most of the others kept in work most of the time. All the daughters married skilled men. A tool turner, for instance, could take home £5 for a five-and-a-half day week in the late-thirties.

Grandma ran it all with an iron grip and her word was law even after her children were long married, living away with their own children. Everyone obeyed, such was her authority. No one seemed to question it. As they married she would say, ‘When you’ve taken your legs from under my table, you’re not to come here complaining. I’ll send you straight back to sort it out. So, no tittle-tattle.’ This even-handedness, this refusal to take sides, to be an interfering mother-in-law, was popular with the in-laws, who soon called her mother and truly joined the family as equals.

Wherever she went, in shops and market stalls, the sales people would be on their toes. No one tried to cheat her twice. She was aware of all their tricks. For instance, she would never buy a skinned rabbit. She would ask for it to be skinned while she watched. She knew that, during the night, men would catch cats, skin them and sell them on as rabbits. She did her shopping at the last minute, late at night, knowing that shopkeepers would be trying to get rid of perishable goods. She could drive a bargain. She only ever deferred to one man, her husband, Albert, and gradually even that became something she did in public, to save his dignity. She managed him as she managed everyone, through the sheer force of her personality.

When the family finally settled in the suburb of Erdington, 289 George Road was known as Liberty Hall and the front door of this Victorian house was always open. Anyone who walked in was welcomed, told to sit down and fed. The family would all come back to Grandma for Christmas, which was saved up for well in advance and for which preparations began in September. All through the autumn contributions were made by each wage-earner. Grandma had a jug to keep them in. By November it was filling up nicely. It was principally a food fund, with a sum set aside for booze, mainly a barrel. The amount of food was mountainous. It had to be. Christmas went on for days and days. In addition to Grandma and Granddad there would be the twelve children, their spouses and children, various other relatives and anyone else who had nowhere to go.

Olwyn from next door would drop in and stay. She was a quiet, reserved maiden lady who would not, on the face of it, be expected to approve the rough Poultons. But she did. Olwyn’s father had bought 289 before the Great War, so she was our landlady. Hers was a God-fearing, low church family. They approved the way in which Grandma’s children had turned out and they revered her. Olwyn behaved as though she was their eldest daughter and was loved as part of the family. The rent was low and never increased.

Everyone had a party piece at Christmas. My mom would play the piano, Uncle Albert the violin. Uncle Fred would sing songs from the music halls,


And there’s lots of girls besides,

I should like to be beside,

Beside the seaside,

Beside the sea.



Even Granddad would sing:


There ain’t no sense,

Sitting on a bench,

All by yourself in the moonlight.



They all liked their beer, even Grandma. As a boy it was my job to go to the corner off-licence with a jug and have it filled with mild ale. I’d carefully carry it back to avoid spilling any. Grandma would set it by the hob in the kitchen and plunge in a red-hot poker; the ale would make a searing sound and give off steam. She would then drink it as she toasted bread on a fork and spread dripping from the weekend roast. I loved these cosy, intimate times with her.

My grandparents’ Golden Wedding Anniversary party was a grand affair, held in the Masonic hall in Erdington in 1940. All the family were there, dressed in their best. My cousin Margaret was seven and I was four. We were sent up to them, hand in hand, me with a bouquet for Grandma and she with a flower for Granddad’s buttonhole; Margaret in a gold dress and me in a golden blouse, made by Aunty Janet.
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