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Station Road in the 1960s.




CHAPTER ONE

Fried Beans

‘Tequila’ – The Champs

I am William Alfred Sergeant aka Will Sergeant aka Sgt Fuzz. This is my story from the beginning.

The Sergeants – that is mum Olive, dad Alf, sister Carole, brother Steven and me – all lived on the council estate on Station Road in the heart of the village of Melling. The houses on Station Road were built five years after the end of the Second World War. A massive building drive was in full swing; the new government, led by the reinstated war leader Winston Churchill, was rebuilding its way to a new future, after the six years of horror the European continent had just lived and died through.

Our family moved to Station Road in 1952. I am reliably informed by my sister that we were the first family to be housed on the road. It seems my grandfather Tom Sergeant – who was a Justice of the Peace and a rural district councillor – was not averse to using his power to help his own family out. A crafty push up the council house waiting list got the Sergeants a new three-bedroom semi-detached, complete with front and back garden. They are solid houses, built of a brown brick. These bricks were used in the construction of a lot of northern council houses of this period. I’m not sure how a brand-new sturdy house can become so shitty in such a short period, but by the time I was aware of these things, I knew our house was a bit of a dump. I do not think we were poor compared to others in the street. The truly poor were called ‘povos’, a slang word for poverty stricken or skint.

Though Melling is only eight miles from the city centre of Liverpool, it was still far enough away for us locals to be called ‘woolly backs’, a derogatory term connoting an intimate relationship with a farm animal. It never bothered me much; I like being a woolly back. At least it wasn’t the old classic ‘sheep shagger’, a term generally reserved for ‘real’ rural folk.

I always think of Melling as the place where Liverpool’s sprawl ends and the countryside begins. In Liverpool, the perception of Melling was that it was posh. Well, it might have been in some parts . . . but not Station Road. We were the scum, the ruffians from the council estate. To be fair, there was a high proportion of nutjobs, criminals, wife beaters, drunkards and thugs – and that was just in our house.

Even though Melling felt very rural, there was a great big factory right in the middle of the village: the BICC. This stood for British Insulated Callender’s Cables. They made all sizes of electrical cables. Lorries – or wagons as they were called back then – would constantly be leaving the gates of the BICC transporting these massive reels of wire all over the world. It seemed that most people in the village worked at the BICC, including many of my friends’ mums and dads. The factory gave the village its own distinctive smell – a heady scent best described as a cross between burning plastic and Napalm, with a hint of liquorice. Not unpleasant, and almost comforting. God knows what those noxious fumes were doing to our pristine young lungs. Probably not that much, considering everyone smoked non-stop at that time: Senior Service, Capstan Full Strength and good old Woodbines, or ‘Woodies’ as they were more commonly known. Ciggies would be in the gobs or sandwiched between yellow-stained fingers of just about every man, woman and child you came across. Not much time was spent worrying about what this passive smoke was doing to the kids.

The village is carved up by the Leeds and Liverpool Canal. This exciting waterway was a playground for all the local children. It was always fun messing about down there, though it was only about three to five feet deep; a death trap by today’s standards, but this was a health-and-safety free time. Kids would jump off bridges into the brown water. The canal was home to discarded barbed wire, old beds, bikes and general junk. The classic shopping trolley had not turned up at this point, simply because we had no supermarkets to nick them from. It’s surprising that nobody got killed or injured. We would fish for tiddlers – sticklebacks – with nets on the end of bamboo poles. We would generally muck about clambering across swing bridges or making rafts.

Among the flotsam and jetsam of the canal, the occasional dead dog would float by. Back in the 1960s, dead or even still living old dogs would be best disposed of in the canal. Alsatians mainly would appear, their backs bald and blistered by the sun. These were possibly scrapyard guard dogs, too old, arthritic and well past their growl-by date. The sad and rotting beasts, bloated with gas, floated high, bobbed in among the weeds, caught by the wind sailing alongside the towpath, flyblown ears drooping and sad. They made challenging targets for a canal-side scallywag like me, armed with a brick (you had to make your own entertainment in the olden days). Even stuffing unwanted puppies or kittens in a sack and then chucking them into the canal was normal behaviour for some of the more nasty postwar adults. I am guessing that seeing people blown up in the Liverpool Blitz, witnessing death and destruction all around Europe in the not-too-distant past, hardens you up a little.

Liverpool had the shit kicked out of it by the Germans and bore many scars of the devastation. The bombed out St Luke’s Church at the top of Bold Street is a permanent reminder of those grim days, still standing roofless and pocked with bites taken out of the stone by shrapnel. The city was once an architectural jewel in the empire, but now was left as rubble, peppered with bombsites. Plenty of those wastelands were still about well into the 1980s.
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My mum, Olive, in the late ’40s.

My mum Olive told me of a time when, as just a teenager, she’d been caught out by a bombing raid before she could get to the air-raid shelter in Walton. Walton is pretty much next to the docks at Bootle. Bootle was and still is one of Britain’s main ports, a prime target for the Luftwaffe, the German air force. Mum was rushing to get to the shelter instructed by an ARP (Air Raid Precautions) warden, on his head a shiny black helmet bearing a white ‘W’ painted on the front. The warden was cycling along and clearing the streets of people. A bomb fell and exploded very close, sending flames and shrapnel all over the street. My mum witnessed the warden’s head getting cleanly blown off his shoulders. The black helmet with the neat ‘W’ stencilled on the front spun into the air and landed with a clatter on the ground. The warden’s legs peddled on for one or two rotations, then the bike fell to the cobbles. Mum ran as fast as she could into the relative safety of the shelter.

The war was very fresh to all my family. The effect and the memories of events such as this were still very strong. It was all the older people ever talked about; who could blame them? We, the children of the war generation, are still trying to make some sort of meaning of it all. It’s easy to forget about how hard it must have been to live through all that shit. No wonder some were left with a coldness that never warmed up. Now TV is filled with documentaries about the war such as Hitler’s Henchmen or World War Two in Colour, all very popular with people my age. It’s a link to our parents and the crap they had to put up with.

At the start of the war, Dad joined the King’s Regiment (Liverpool) and became part of the Eighth Army. His test for being assigned to this group consisted of being stuck in a field at the wheel of a lorry and commanded to ‘drive that’. Dad managed to ‘drive that’ in a circle around the field. ‘You’re in,’ they said. With that, he became a driver for Royal Army Service Corps, assigned to the famed Desert Rats commanded by General Bernard Montgomery, or Monty, as he was known. The group now had a lovely brand new rat.
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My dad, Alf, at the start of the war.

After basic training, off Dad went to Greece and the deserts of North Africa. As the war wore on, he was eventually stationed in Italy, driving a lorry delivering shells for the artillery at Monte Cassino. Cassino was the location of an infamous, some say pointless, battle. The Polish had been sent in first to capture the town; the remaining Germans were holed up in a sixth-century Benedictine monastery on the top of a hill. The American Air Force were bombing the crap out of the place to get the Germans out, but it took quite some time. The battered remains of the monastery created perfect spots to hide snipers. Lots more combat followed; it is calculated five tons of bombs were dropped per German soldier. The Allies finally won; the Germans were done for and on the run. I think, after the unpleasantness at Cassino, my dad liked his time in Italy. It was pretty relaxed – for a war, that is. He was there around the time that Italy switched sides and became our friends.

A little later, in the south of Italy, Dad was wounded. He told us he’d been shot in the head, his helmet saving him. He later confessed that it was not a wound inflicted by the enemy at all; it was friendly fire (in a way). His brigade had gone out on the piss to a southern Italian town (possibly Bari), with the entire squad crammed into the back of an army truck. Driven back by the drunken captain, the truck was weaving about the road, throwing the soldiers in the back all over the place, apparently as a jolly jape. Eventually, the captain drove into a ditch and turned the lorry over, seriously injuring quite a few of the men, including Dad. He sustained a bash to the back of his head. The injury left a hole big enough for a finger. I assume that beyond the skin of his scalp, it was possible to push on his brain. This head injury could explain his black mood swings. I say swings; they never really swung back, they just held their trajectory. They would get worse, coincidentally, when Liverpool FC lost a match.

After the accident, Dad was unconscious for nineteen days. When he came to, he was taken to Palestine for recuperation where he immediately got dysentery. He later told me that nothing happened to the captain with regards to a court martial or any kind of disciplinary action. My brother Steven even says the captain was mentioned in dispatches, which was basically a pat on the back for helping with the mess he’d created. ‘Give the chap a medal’ – a clever way to hide any wrongdoing by the toffs.

I look at the few battered old pictures of my dad as a young man, ones taken before the war and even some snaps taken with his pals early on during the war. They show a happy young bloke, smiling and full of hope. These starkly contrast with the reality of him as a dad with zero empathy. He was always angry with all of us. I can’t put the two together. The happy, smiling face looking back from the 1930s photograph and the misery guts he became. I have a theory that the knock on the head and the resulting coma altered his personality. It closed him down. This could all be a kind of wishful thinking, that he had some excuse for being so cold and uncaring, or just a load of bollocks and he might always have been this way. I want him to have a reason for basically showing no love or compassion to the extent that my brother and sister still hate his now dead guts to this day. As soon as they could, they both left to live in London, around about 1970. After their departure, my parents didn’t seem to worry about them or even mention them. They were just gone, like they never existed. I also never really thought about or missed them; it’s odd. That was the way of the Sergeants: everyone seemed to be on their own from day one.

My brother and sister always tell me I was my dad’s favourite; all I can say is they must have had it pretty bad if I was the favourite. Like most kids back then it was normal for parents’ displeasure to be followed by an odd clout or clip round the ear. Our vibe was darker than just a smack round the lughole. It was the atmosphere that Dad exuded. The fear he instilled in all of us – and most of my friends too – was real. He was incredibly unapproachable and unwelcoming. I don’t think he ever really had much time for any of his children. We were all a big inconvenience that got in the way of his boozing and were a burden on his beer money. Don’t get me wrong: I’m not whingeing. I’m not after sympathy and I’m not that bothered; it was just the way it was. This was our normal. I didn’t lie in bed sleeplessly worrying about it all.

Eventually, this sort of angry loveless family life just turns you cold with no real understanding of feelings, as that’s what you experience day after day. I now hate confrontations and will go out of my way to avoid aggravation, even if it’s to my detriment. I overcompensate and put up with a lot because I don’t want to ever be as cold as my dad. I know some things don’t affect me as much as they should, while others affect me more than they should. It’s all a bit mixed up.

My sister recently showed me an old note from my dad to my mum. Oddly, it’s written on the back of Carole’s baptism certificate – as though it was just a worthless scrap of paper. It says:
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Dear Olive

Have gone to Horse and Jockey and keeping you a seat in Big Room Alf X

The ‘X’ denotes a kiss. Pretty normal, you might think. But it’s the only evidence that I’ve ever seen that my parents must have at some time liked each other, at least enough to sit together in a pub. Seeing this tatty note freaked me out; I am still shocked. Even the beginning, where it reads, ‘Dear Olive’; I can’t remember my dad ever calling my mum ‘Olive’, and to use the term ‘Dear’ . . . that’s so bizarre to me. It was generally ‘she’, ‘bitch’, ‘mare’, ‘cow’.

One of the many puzzles of my upbringing is that I can’t get to grips with my conception. I know this is an odd thing to worry about and most people don’t even want to think about such a gross idea as their parents on the job, but let me explain. I had never been witness to any sort of kindness, affection or contact between them. As for love, this really weirds me out even to think of the word in relation to Mum and Dad. I once saw one of my friends’ dad come into his house back from work at the BICC and give his mum a peck on the cheek, and then was even pleasant to her, just like it was something off The Mary Tyler Moore Show, I Love Lucy or some other American telly thing. Nobody does that in real life, do they? At first my parents did sleep in the same bed, but in the style known as top and tail. As soon as my older sister fled the family home in 1970, Mum immediately moved into the vacant bedroom. Yet I was conceived, or I wouldn’t be here. My mum always used to say I was the result of ‘one Mackies too many’. ‘Mackies’ is short for Mackeson, a strong stout. The TV advert at the time claimed Mackeson, ‘Looks good, tastes good, and, by golly, it does you good.’ Well, it did its job for one night in the summer of 1957. On that occasion, all hostilities were ceased.

I’m not sure if it was an invasion or if a white flag had been raised, but I’m here now and I’m not going back. I am, in art terms, mid-century modern. I was delivered in Walton Hospital on 12 April 1958. I saw a birth certificate years ago – lost now, of course. I don’t think I was adopted or found in the cabbage patch; I have the ridiculous Sergeant hooter, so that kind of proves it. At least this saves me from forking out on all that DNA malarkey.

When I was born, Conservative Prime Minister Harold Macmillan resided in number 10 Downing Street. He was old school: a stern-looking chap with pinstripe trousers and black tailcoats, all finished off with a military-style moustache perched on his very stiff upper lip. Macmillan looked like someone from another time, another century (but then again, it was another century; he looked like he was from a century before that century); a character from a Victorian story about a tax collector or petty official. Shortly before my birth, the Soviets spat the shiny, polished orb called Sputnik 1 into space. The ominous beep the satellite transmitted served its purpose: to put the shits up the West – mainly the Americans, who immediately started propelling their country into a very costly space race.

Dwight D. Eisenhower was soon to become the first US president to be broadcast in colour on TV in the States. A couple of years earlier, fuelled by the black blues music bubbling under the mainstream, Bill Haley had rocked around the clock. This in turn lit a fuse of the rocket Elvis Presley was perched on, ready to ride it straight into the world’s consciousness. The resulting explosion showered the globe with brilliant sparks that floated down to Earth like dandelion seeds. They rooted themselves in the minds of anyone with enough fertile loam between their ears. This would nurture a new musical way of thinking, the resulting crop blossoming into the likes of the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, the Kinks, the Doors, the Velvet Underground and a billion other great bands.

All this is going on outside the confines of my white painted cot. I sleep obliviously as the rock ’n’ roll revolution is being waged, a revolution that will still be going as I sprout into a teenager. It will change our lives forever: exciting times for the young William, fresh out of the egg.

The first thing I can remember is being in a highchair, snot clogging up my nostrils, Heinz tinned spaghetti running down my face, on to my bib, the warm squelch of shit in my nappy and an inane smile on my stupid little face. I was at Mrs Bridson’s house, located a few doors up on the other side of the road from our house. This lady would look after me while my mum was at work.

I also have a misty memory of being tucked up all cosy in my pram, staring at the blue, cloudless sky. Mum and I are waiting for the number 307, a bright red bus from the local public transport operators Ribble. Our destination: the butcher’s shop in Walton Vale, Liverpool. On one trip to ‘the Vale’, Mum recalled how she had forgotten me and went home without the pram, leaving me still farting and gurgling outside the shop. I am assuming this was an accident; I know I’m extremely annoying now, but then? I was sweet and innocent of all charges, and I’m sure a chubby joy to any mum. I was only about one year old at the time. After she realised her mistake, she got off the bus and went back. I was still in the pram where she had left me, happy as someone called Larry.
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A young Will Sergeant, fresh out of the egg.

Our visit to the shop was more than likely a mission to buy chops. It was always chops back then, or lamb’s liver. This was when lamb chops were the cheap option. These bony treats had a sorry destiny: a cast iron cremation. Send no flowers; just mint sauce. Other delicacies we had back then were pig heart, cow heel, oxtail, salt fish, mincemeat and black pudding. We had white sliced bread with every meal, soaking up gravy, beans or general food juice. I would mop my plate clean and never left a scrap of grub.

My favourite dish by far was the Saturday morning bacon-and-egg fry up. Most things were fried in our house back then. My mum even fried baked beans; she would put them in with the fat left in the pan by the frazzled bacon. I have to say, I liked them done this way; it took the humble bean to another level, the beans shiny and bobbing about in a lovely, lardy sea. Obviously, in these health-conscious times, I am too scared to try them now, just in case I become addicted.

The only food that escaped the frying pan was any sort of vegetable. I say any sort; in those days, it was cabbage, sprouts, swede, carrots or peas. As far as I can remember, no other vegetables had been invented – not in Melling, at any rate. They were boiled and boiled and then boiled some more, until they were all squishy and just an anaemic gloop, like a smoothie – only with all the nutritional value removed. I don’t think our family was the only one to do this. I think it was common culinary practice. The slightly crunchy legume was only to hit the north in the late eighties.

In 1958, the Second World War had only been over for a mere thirteen years. This sounds like a long time; it isn’t. Thirteen years are like a blink of an eye. Wartime rationing had only stopped a couple of years before. I’m pretty sure my dad kept it going in our house till the seventies. The war had ended in an uneasy peace, culminating in the Cold War (my favourite war, by the way), the victors squabbling over the spoils – the spoils being what was left of Germany, and control of Eastern Europe. Time trundles on. The Soviets decided to mark my third birthday, 12 April 1961, by flinging Uri Alekseyevich Gagarin into space atop a Vostok rocket for a quick sightseeing excursion: one complete Earth orbit. It seems like a lot of fuss; a simple card would have sufficed. I feign gratitude and give him a little wave from my pushchair. I could have dreamed that bit; it was a long, long time ago.
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