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George Melly was born in Liverpool in 1926. He made his name in the jazz revival scene of the late 40s and 50s, singing with Mick Mulligan’s band. In the 60s he became one of the UK’s most ubiquitous critics, writers and TV personalities, and for fifteen years he wrote the storylines and balloons for Wally Fawkes’s (Trog) comic strip Flook. He has published a great number of books, including his acclaimed four volumes of autobiography: Slowing Down (2005), Owning Up (1965), Rum, Bum and Concertina (1977) and Scouse Mouse (1984); Revolt into Style (1970); Paris and the Surrealists (with Michael Woods, 1991); Don’t Tell Sybil, a memoir of the Belgian surrealist E. L. T. Mesens, and his fishing memoir, Hooked (2001). Today he can be found singing with the trumpeter Digby Fairweather. In 2004 he was honoured with the Lifetime Achievement Award at the BBC’s Jazz Awards.
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INTRODUCTION

Naturally I was thrilled, opening a dull post one wet February morning, to find a letter from Penguin UK offering to reprint in one volume my three separate autobiographies as part of a new series.

They told me later that the book’s title is Owning Up – The Trilogy. This seems to me a neat solution. Owning Up was in fact the title of my first book, the one describing the jazz world of the fifties, but the title is equally, if not more, applicable to Rum, Bum and Concertina, about my naval life in the forties, and indeed it seems to me that almost any autobiography, if free of hypocrisy, cant or special pleading, might be called Owning Up. It is surely what a writer in this genre should aim to do.

The less agreeable aspect of the otherwise encouraging letter was that I was expected to write a 1,000-word introduction. I have in the past contributed several prefaces, and have never found it at all intimidating. One’s own writing is another matter. To pass a subjective evaluation would force me to strike either self-deprecating or mock-modest Anglo-Saxon attitudes, and to avoid this essentially English predicament – for Celts, the French and, above all, the Americans suffer no such inhibitions – I will remain as objective as possible, leaving any subjective judgement to others. A cop-out!

The three volumes are printed here in chronological order – Liverpool childhood, naval service, the fifties jazz world – and there’s no reason not to read them in that order. In fact, though, they were written in reverse: jazz life, bell bottoms, mewling and puking, and with quite long and irregular gaps in between; they took 19 years in toto. So, I write slowly, but why in reverse? I’m quite often asked this and tend to fall back on an aphorism I happened on just in time to quote it on the cover of Scouse Mouse. It read: ‘Life is lived forwards but understood backwards.’ I’ve no idea who wrote it, or where I read it, but it came in handy. Nor can I decide if it makes sense or just sounds as if it did. One thing I do know – it had nothing to do with the order in which I wrote my three books.

At the beginning of the sixties, regularly employed inventing the plots and dialogue for Wally ‘Trog’ Fawkes’ strip cartoon ‘Flook’ in the Daily Mail, and fulfilling other commissions including a lot of work for the BBC, I decided to leave the jazz life and see if I could earn a living through my pen.

This decision more or less coincided with my taking up with my second and indeed current wife Diana, preceding this by only a week or two but somehow proving the certainty of chance. As an envoy to the band wagon I had contributed to Vogue an article describing ‘A Weekend in the Jazz World’ and asked Di if she thought it might expand into a book. Her response was to arrange a lunch with the publisher, her friend George Weidenfeld. George was famous for asking everyone he met to write a book for him but, unlike most of his invitees, I eventually did.

It was much harder than I had thought and I might well have jacked it in if the opening chapters hadn’t been very highly recommended by a reader who turned out to be the late Julian Jebb. Thus encouraged, and rattling with Drinamil, I eventually delivered it and it was published as Owning Up, with a cover and illustrations by Wally ‘Trog’ Fawkes.

George was nervous of it. Despite the successful outcome of the Lady Chatterley trial, he worried about the four-letter words and sexual couplings – both minimal by today’s standards – and to hedge his bets he didn’t offer me one of his lavish launch parties. Diana and I were really pissed off about that.

In the end, apart from a predictably sour dismissal by Philip Larkin, it was well received, and George, emboldened, commissioned a second volume. For a time I couldn’t decide on a subject, but then my mother, who was moving to a smaller flat, asked me if I had any use for a large box full of the letters I’d written to her from the Navy. Painfully slowly, I composed Rum, Bum and Concertina, this time without chemical aids.

Given the change of climate, and despite its largely homosexual theme, George was this time far less jumpy. The only thing that embarrassed him was the title, a problem he surmounted by running all the words together so that it came out as Rumbumandconcertina. This time we got our launch party.

George came back for a third helping and I will always be grateful, despite my affectionate mockery, for his faith in me.

With my mother becoming senile and my father long dead, I decided to go for my childhood. Scouse Mouse is indeed my personal favourite and was the easiest to write. I don’t know why the events of over sixty years ago should be so much clearer than those of yesterday afternoon, but they are. It is also why Diana insisted that the book should be subtitled ‘or I never got over it’, and she and my son Tom kept a beady eye open for deeply purple passages. These became known as ‘squirrels’ bones’, a deleted image and the most shaming example.

When first published, all three books were well received, but that was then and this is now. I hope the jokes hold up and the period detail is of some interest.

To avoid hubris I find it effective, Hamlet-like, to stare at the metaphorical skull of a once well-regarded writer. There are plenty of them knocking around the literary graveyard. Hello Angus. How’s it going Colin? Well, I’ll soon find out, won’t I? And that’s it then.


SCOUSE MOUSE

1

Place of birth: Liverpool Year: 1926. 1 was bom a fortnight late during an August heatwave.

This took place neither in hospital, nor in my parents’ tiny flat in Linnet Lane, but a mile away in my grandfather’s large house, The Grange, on the banks of the Mersey. I was a rickety-looking baby with a wobbling head and didn’t take kindly to my mother’s milk. It turned my stools bright green and I had to be weaned on Cow & Gate. I survived however and the Mellys were delighted. It seems to me odd that they should set such store on an heir in the direct line. There were no large estates to inherit and the money they left was always divided equally between sons and daughters.

Great-aunts Eva and Florence in their black, floor-length dresses came to view me a day or so later and I was carried out of the bedroom by the midwife for their inspection. My mother called for them to come and see her but they refused. According to their Victorian conventions it would have been improper to visit a woman so soon after an ‘interesting event’.

Rather subdued at her breach of etiquette, my mother heard Florence remark to Eva in respect of me: ‘What a good thing he’s a Melly!’

My great-great-grandfather, André Melly, was born in Switzerland in 1802. He could trace his ancestry back to the early sixteenth century when one Jean Colombe had a son called Matthieu who later, for reasons connected with becoming a burger of Geneva, changed his name to ‘Mesley ou Melly’. Family legend held that Jean Colombe was the son or grandson of a Genoese pedlar, in itself not much of a cachet except that he was meant to be a direct descendant of Christopher Columbus. Certainly, to substantiate this rather nebulous claim, the family crest is a pair of doves’ wings while the shield depicts a dove in an azure sky hovering above a ship sailing towards the setting sun. The motto, with no especial relevance, maintains that ‘A Good Name is Better than a Golden Girdle.’

André Melly seems to have been an amiable young man, if a little solemn. In his youth he was touched by the scepticism of Voltaire, and revolutionary enough to have incurred the displeasure, through some remarks overheard at a cafè table, of the Neapolitan Government. For several years afterwards, when travelling on the Continent, he was closely watched by secret police and put to some inconvenience. He later regained his faith and became a model of propriety.

In the 1820s he emigrated to England and engaged in business, mostly in Manchester and Liverpool. His probity was such that, during the financial crisis of 1825-6, he was able to ride out the storm supported by considerable loans from friends, secured without interest. He eventually married a Miss Grey, whose father was his partner, and became a naturalised citizen through a special Act of Parliament, as was necessary in those days. He suffered from migraines, played the flute adequately and was a keen entomologist; a collection of beetles he assembled and mounted is still in the museum at Geneva. An engraving reveals a marked resemblance to Schubert: curly hair, small round glasses and a stock.

His business, which was to extend to railways, was at first confined solely to cotton. He had dealings with America, but his principal activity was in Egypt, a country which had always excited his interest and was to prove the place of his death. He became, in the 1820s, the Liverpool agent to the Pasha, Mahomet Ali; a lucrative if anxious connection as it was forbidden for strict Muhammadans to insure their goods or to allow anyone else to do so. He was also commissioned to furnish a palace for the Pasha ‘in the English style’, a task he knew better than to interpret literally. His choice of ottomans with gold fringes, huge mirrors and extravagant chandeliers was well received.

In 1850 Andrè himself set off for Egypt with his wife, his two sons, and his only daughter on an enterprise unconnected with commerce. It had long been his ambition to attempt to discover the source of the Nile, visiting its antiquities and adding to his collection of beetles en route. On their way back, on 1 January 1851, he was struck down by a fever from which, at 6.15pm some five days later, having first established the exact time by the angle of the sun, he died, and was buried in the native cemetery in the village of Gagee. His wife and family, after much difficulty and some danger, sadly returned to Cairo and embarked for Liverpool.

André’s daughter, Louisa, never married, but his sons, Charles, the elder, and George, my great-grandfather, both did. Charles, a melancholy philanthropist with an interest in good works in general and an obsessional passion for providing drinking fountains for the working classes, bought a house for his mother and siblings on Mossley Hill, some five miles from the city centre. It was called Riverslea, and the original building was in a restrained and rather charming Regency Gothic, although Charles was to tack on a wing in the heavy Victorian revivalist taste with castellations and a tower. Riverslea stood in its own considerable grounds. Its owner, after increasing bouts of mental illness, eventually took his own life. He left eight children.

When Charles’s brother, George, married in the 1850s, he deserted Riverslea and set himself up in a large and solid Georgian house in Chatham Street within walking distance of his place of business. He was of a very different temperament from his earnest father and his gloomy, if worthy, brother. He became, until his financial interests made it impracticable, the Liberal MP for Stoke-upon-Trent; he was a JP, a keen sportsman and a lively writer of amusing, if mildly snobbish, memoirs, privately printed and handsomely bound. He had seven children. His youngest son, Samuel Heywood Melly, was my grandfather.

By the time I was born the family had divided firmly, and not without a certain tart rivalry, into the Riverslea and Chatham Street Mellys; although the latter were in fact the cadet branch, they considered themselves top dogs. Both Riverslea and Chatham Street were still occupied in 1926 and were to remain so until the middle 1940s.

I don’t know much about my mother’s family. There are no records going back to the fifteenth century. There were rumours, not much aired, of a Polish pedlar, but unlike the Mellys’ Genoese hawker this one was rather too recent to be a source of pride, nor was he believed to be descended from a famous explorer. But while the origins of my maternal grandfather, Albert Edward Isaac, may have been obscure, everything I have heard about him suggests an honourable, intelligent and very lovable man.

Teaching the piano didn’t make him rich, but it provided a living sufficient to support his wife and three children in modest comfort and to employ a cook and a housemaid. His interests were broad. He was very well read – Dickens was a passion with him – and he delivered several lectures (‘The Poetry of Robert Browning’, ‘The Modern Theatre’) to the Liverpool Philomathic Society which were later published as pamphlets. He was also a keen amateur Shakespearean actor, an interest he shared with his wife and more particularly his daughter, and a considerable wit. His photographs show a handsome man with neat but luxuriant moustache. His expression is mild but alert.

My parents married about eighteen months before my birth after facing initial opposition from my father’s family. There were three reasons for this. My mother was eight years older than my father. Her mother, a widow since 191Z, had very little money; and she was Jewish. I don’t know which of these objections was primary. The Chatham Street Mellys were not, so far as I know, particularly anti-Semitic by the standards of the twenties; their tradition was Unitarian and Liberal although, by that time, they had become both Conservative and C. of E. They were on the other hand rich, and the rich tend to favour ‘a good match’. I dare say that at thirty-two they felt my mother was rather old to start a family. At all events they did what they could to break it up.

My father was then in shipping. He worked for Lamport & Holt, a firm of which his Uncle George had been Managing Director. The family arranged for him to be sent ‘on business’ to their office in South America for a year. He wrote to my mother on the voyage out: ‘They are playing our tune – “Swanee”.’

I asked him later what he remembered of South America. He only recalled, with some horror, an abattoir built like a helter-skelter; the cattle walking up a ramp snaking round the outside, to be slaughtered as they entered through a door at the top and dismembered by stages inside until their carcasses were carried out, ready to be frozen, at the base. As the animals, with their foreboding of death, were reluctant to move, they were sprinkled constantly with water and then touched with an electric prod at the base of the ramp, transmitting a visible blue flash along their wet flanks right up to the top. The shock made them push, panic-stricken, forward and upwards to their doom. Although he enjoyed shooting and fishing, my father detested gratuitous cruelty and the image remained with him always; a glimpse of hell in the otherwise even landscape of his life, for he was still training in 1918 and never saw the trenches.

When he returned to Liverpool from South America he remained obstinate in his determination to marry my mother and eventually his family caved in. His Uncle George gave her a rather fine diamond spray as a peace offering. He said it was ‘to bury the hatchet’.

There were no religious objections to their union. My mother’s father had been mildly orthodox but he had died, much mourned, when she was nineteen. His widow and younger son, Alan, eventually became Liberal Jews. The elder son Fred gave up religion altogether, but my mother converted, almost instantly, to the Church of England, possibly because she was a passionate dancer and some of the best dances in Liverpool were held on Friday nights.

Although there was money in the background, my father at twenty-six earned very little. My parents took a tiny flat in Linnet Lane and could afford only one cook-housemaid, an almost unheard of privation for the middle classes in 1926. My mother grew enormous during her pregnancy. When she got into bed my father would say: ‘The Dreadnought is now in dock.’

At the time of his marriage, as my father had shown no aptitude or liking for shipping, my grandfather bought him a partnership in a firm of woolbrokers, founded by his late Uncle Hugh, and registered as ‘Seward & Melly’. Here he was his own boss but, although well liked, he never displayed much enthusiasm for business. He told me once that he would have chosen to manage a country estate but that the family wouldn’t hear of it. Burdened by expectations – he was to inherit a considerable fortune from his mother only a few years before his own early death in 1961 – he did what was expected of him. His last words to me were: ‘Always do what you want to. I never did.’

*

I was in Liverpool recently, singing for two nights at Kirklands, originally an elegant nineteenth-century bakery, now a wine bar with a music room above it. I stayed, as I usually do, with the painter and poet Adrian Henri and his companion, the poet Carol Ann Duffy. Before my second gig, Adrian having left to recite his poems somewhere in Cumbria, I invited Carol Ann to dine with me in a bistro in Lark Lane in the suburb of Sefton Park and as it was a fine evening in late March, I suggested we took a short bus ride to the gates of Prince’s Park and walked from there. Carol Ann didn’t know this part of Liverpool very well, but I did. It was where I lived until I left to work in London in the late forties.

We caught the bus opposite The Rialto, a ‘Moorish’ cinema built during the twenties and now a furniture store, and moved smoothly up Prince’s Boulevard. There is a statue of a Victorian statesman at each end of the tree-lined yellow gravel walk running up its centre, and I could see the ghosts of the tramlines where the 33 used to rattle and sway from the Pier Head to distant Garston. My maternal grandmother always advised her friends to wait for a 33. It took, in her view, ‘a prettier way’ than either the 1 or the 45 which ran to the Dingle through slums and dilapidated shops closer to the river.

Prince’s Park, an alternative childhood walk to the far larger, almost adjacent Sefton Park, is long and narrow, surrounded by the backs of big houses and mansion blocks, and enclosing a chain of artificial lakes, duck-strewn and the colour of Brown Windsor soup, fenced in by croquet-hoop-like railings. At the entrance to the lakes is a small gravestone commemorating ‘Judy, the children’s friend’, a donkey which died at an advanced age in 192.4. My mother, wearing a sailor’s blouse and a wide straw hat, had ridden on Judy as a child. On the edge of the largest of the lakes is a disused boathouse in the style of a Swiss chalet; a mode much favoured at the turn of the century for park-keepers’ lodges and other small municipal buildings connected with recreation. At the end of the lakes the park, shedding its shrubs and marshalled flower beds, widens out into a bare and scruffy valley with trees on the further slope. Carol Ann and I left the park and, crossing UHet Road, entered the district of Lark Lane itself.

Ullet Road is, I was always being told, a corruption of Owlet Road and, given that Linnet Lane runs off it at right angles to meet Lark Lane, I think this is probably the case. At the other end of Ullet Road is the Dingle where the 33, leaving ‘the prettier way’ behind it, joined up again with the 1 and 45 emerging from the slums to service Aigburth Road. Ahead of us, enclosed within this rectangle, lay my childhood.

Most of the suburb consists of Victorian and Edwardian family houses with quite large gardens, but within it is a smaller, more consistent grid of streets and it was through these we strolled. Built presumably by a firm of speculative architects, the three-storeyed terraces are named after the novels of Sir Walter Scott and display late nineteenth-century romanticism on an absurdly miniature scale. Of red or yellow brick, detailed in local sandstone or ceramic tiling, bulging with bay windows, bristling with useless little towers and pinnacles, they pay homage to the fag-end of the Pre-Raphaelite dream of Medieval England. Crossing Tristram, Waverley and Bertram Roads, walking down Marmion Road, we emerged into Ivanhoe Road where my parents, having given up their flat in Linnet Lane before I had time to become conscious of my surroundings, had rented Number 22.

I pointed it out to Carol Ann, telling her that there used to be a dairy behind the house with its own cows. Born into the age of the great milk combines, she found this hard to believe so we turned the corner. There was the arch into Hogg’s Dairy with the name still painted on a fading sign over the entrance and the cowsheds surrounding the small yard. Furthermore, although the cows are long gone, it is still in use as a piggery. We walked inside and the pigs, with their beady eyes, grunted and strained up at us from their odoriferous pens inside the sheds. A man in his thirties came out of the office built into the side of the deep arch. I asked him about Tommy Hogg who smelt sourly of milk and was something of a ladies’ man, walking out successively with several of our maids. ‘My Uncle Tommy,’ he said. ‘He died two years ago.’

The cows had lodged there only in the winter. It was one of the signs that summer had arrived to watch them, herded by Tommy and his father, lowing their way down busy Aigburth Road to graze in the fields of a small farm which lay between the river and Aigburth Vale. Despite the ‘Picture Houses’, trams and shops, little pockets of rural life persisted then at the ends of cobbled ‘unadopted’ lanes. We said goodbye to Tommy Hogg’s nephew.

Repassing our ‘entry’, the local name for those narrow high-walled alleys skirting the back-yards, we crossed Ivanhoe Road. There was what used to be a fire station on the opposite corner, an elaborate little Ruritanian building. I once dreamt that my mother, screaming silently, gave birth to a child in one of its empty rooms with me present but unable to help. Another thirty yards and we were in Lark Lane itself, the great sandstone gate-posts to Sefton Park visible at the far end.

Lark Lane is a shopping street. Some of the shops I remember are still there, although most have changed their names: a grocer’s, a fishmonger’s, a florist’s, two cake shops, several tobacconists and sweet shops, a saddler’s (gone), a wine merchant’s, an undertaker’s, and a small Gothic police station. Most of the shops delivered. They knew their customers by name, and had pretended to admire them in their prams, and the under-takers measured them up when they died.

As we were still a bit early for dinner, Carol Ann and I went into The Albert, a handsome, chateau-like public house built in the 1880s with a walled bowling green behind it. My father had used The Albert almost every day of his adult life and twice on Sundays. Inside, some disastrous ‘improvements’ have been made in recent years. The old smoke room is now a smart cocktail lounge, the engraved mirrors are gone and so are the bronze horses rearing up on the high mantelpiece over a coal fire, but there is still the barley-sugar Corinthian column in the public, the fine mahogany bar, the elaborate plaster-work ceilings, orange with tobacco smoke. We had a couple of drinks and I thought of my father sitting with his circle: Jack and Maisy Forster, ‘Boy’ Henshaw., Copper and Donald Carmichael, ‘the Major’.

Lark Lane had its quota of unfortunates when I was young: an errand boy with so large a goitre bulging from his neck that he had to lean sideways on his heavy bicycle to keep his balance; an old woman whose feet in their surgical boots were turned inwards so that she had to lift one above the other to move forwards; a huge man, the son of a police sergeant, who was simple and had been, so they said, castrated because he had molested children. Despite this he had alarmed my parents by offering to take my younger brother to ‘see some chickens’, but Bill had sensibly refused and run safely home. There was another simpleton, harmless and much loved. He was small and wore a huge cap. His name was ‘Silly Syd’ and he would stand up in the local cinemas during the ice-cream interval and shout out: ‘Give me a penny, I’m daft.’

Carol Ann told me that Lark Lane was becoming quite fashionable. There was a wine bar nearer the park. The bistro, a word and concept unknown to my parents, stands on a corner with big windows along both sides. It was a junk-shop in the fifties and before that a record shop. I had bought many of my first jazz 78s there in the holidays from Stowe and on leave from the Navy.

You ‘come-to’ as a child as if from a major operation. Pink blurs loom up, solidify into faces, become recognisable. Objects materialise. Continuity establishes itself.

Early memory is fragmentary: a boxful of unsorted snaps, many of them of people and places whose significance is lost; a few film clips of random lengths shown in no particular order. Nor is it possible to distinguish in retrospect between what you can really remember and what you were told later, and anyway many early memories are false.

I am sitting beside my mother in an open car. She is driving along a seaside promenade festooned with fairy lights at night. Everything is in shades of milky blue: the sea, the pier, the boarding houses. I am very happy. I smile up at my glamorous mother. The only flaw is that my mother never drove a car.

A real one. A maid, a friend of my nanny’s, is hanging up sheets in a small garden on the side of a house opposite ours in Ivanhoe Road. A blue sky full of little clouds, blossom on a stunted soot-black tree, the sheets very white, the arms of the maid red from the suds, the whole composition cramped and angular, without depth. Why this image chosen from so many which have been forgotten? Why a white horse galloping across a green hillside in North Wales lit by brilliant sunshine under a dark sky? Early memory has no discrimination. When everything is equal, without associations, without any meaning beyond itself, there is no measure available, no scale. My mother drives her car; the maid hangs up the washing (wooden pegs bought from gypsies who came to the door); the white horse gallops under the dark sky.

I was a discontented baby. My mother, to amuse me later, would recreate her nights in that small bedroom in the flat in Linnet Lane. A whimper leading to a prolonged wail. Her leap from the bed before my father could wake up. Her walking the floor, rocking me in her arms, crooning one of two songs: Paul Robeson’s ‘Curly-headed babby’ or Harrow’s ‘Forty Years On’. My subsidence into silence and careful replacement in my cot. Her return to bed. The approach of sleep. A whimper leading to a prolonged wail…

On my afternoon walk I would scream in my pram and could only be quietened by her drawing an umbrella along the railings. By the time we moved to Ivanhoe Road my parents could afford and had room for a nanny, and anyway I was beyond the screaming stage.

We spent my early summer holidays in Llandudno or Colwyn Bay, those adjacent Victorian seaside resorts on the coast of North Wales. My maternal grandmother was often with us. My nanny, Bella, always. My father would spend a fortnight there and commute at weekends for the rest of the month. Sometimes his parents visited us in their chauffeur-driven car. Still an only child I exercised an iron will, insisting on a rigid and rather extravagant routine: a visit to the pier to feed the seagulls, to watch them banking down out of the salt air, beady-eyed and sharp-billed, to grab the biscuits. The biscuits came from a special kiosk. There was a notice in its window: ‘the biscuits the birds like’. The birds were selective in their tastes; the biscuits they liked were rather expensive. Soon it was time for Punch and Judy, for which I early developed a passion which has never left me.

The Professor was called Codman. He was a Liverpudlian who during the winter months performed on the steps of St George’s Hall in the city centre, and in consequence Punch and his victims all affected a strong, if squeaky, Liverpool accent and always will have in my ears. I soon knew most of the script by heart, deriving deep satisfaction from the thwack of Punch’s stick, and his raucous pleasure in his own wickedness. I didn’t mind the crocodile, accepting that Punch could believe, until the very moment his nose was between its jaws, that it was a domestic cat, but when the ghost appeared to drag him gibbering down to” hell, I demanded, panic-stricken, to be taken away.

The afternoons, while less crippling financially, were given over to equally obsessional activities. My projects were either the removal of innumerable stones from one part of the beach to another or the filling of a bucket from a rock pool and emptying it at a given point above the tideline. The first exercise was called ‘Stones’, the second ‘Bucket-a-boat’. I was prepared to spend several hours alone engrossed in these monotonous tasks, but preferred to enlist an adult working under my direction. Few were amenable for long with the exception of my patient, if rarely available, grandfather dressed, as always, in a grey homberg hat the same colour as his full moustache and wearing a three-piece dark suit of antique cut with a watch-chain across the waistcoat, and a starched butterfly collar – his bare feet and rolled up trousers the only concession he was prepared to make to the sartorial licence of the seaside. While we worked he would whistle tunelessly through his false teeth, an habitual mannerism which used to drive my mother mad with irritation. He smelt, deliciously, of Turkish cigarettes.

There were other entertainments. The pier itself with its salt-corroded penny-in-the-slot machines. There was ‘The Haunted House’ and ‘The Execution of Mary Queen of Scots’. Of these I preferred the latter: two doors slowly opening on the facade of a castle, the executioner bringing down his axe, the Queen’s head tumbling into the basket, the doors banging shut. I was mystified as to how the head rejoined the trunk in time for the next penny. There was also a ‘What the Butler Saw’ machine. I enjoyed turning the handle very fast so that the fly-stained sepia image of a massive-thighed Edwardian lady was forced to remove her voluminous clothing at breakneck speed.

There was a concert party which, until I was old enough to understand the jokes, my parents enjoyed rather more than I did. What they liked was it being so hopeless. There was a sketch one year, an exchange between the ‘light’ and ‘low’ comedians about a family called ‘The Biggers’. It described how the little Bigger had grown bigger than the bigger Bigger and so on. ‘I see’, said the ‘low’ comedian at the conclusion of this rigmarole, ‘there’s been a bit of bother at the Biggers.’ My parents laughed so much at this that a young man, sitting alone in a deck chair in the row ahead of them, turned indignantly round and told them it wasn’t kind to laugh at him just because he had red hair.

Sometimes I was put on a donkey but I didn’t enjoy it much especially when the donkey man would run with it jogging me up and down on its fat, yet bony, back. Nor did I appreciate being taught to feed a pony in a small enclosed field in front of our boarding house. My maternal grandmother, who was fond of animals, insisted I did this, balancing the lump of sugar on the palm of my hand, bending back my fingers to avoid them being nibbled. I can still feel the pony’s wet, warm, snuffling breath and see its dilating hairy nostrils. Often I would drop the sugar and she’d make me start again. She believed, unlike my mother, in discipline or at any rate didn’t lack the courage to apply it. My mother feared unpopularity, however short-lived, even from a child. ‘When did you last punish George?’ my grandmother asked her once. She couldn’t remember.

They were happy holidays. I was the centre of attention, my every word repeated later to others in my hearing as though a miracle of wit or perception, every pose recorded by my mother’s Brownie: the birds were fed on the biscuits they preferred, the stones were shifted, the water transported, and Punch was dragged squeaking and whacking his way along the road to perdition on the pebbly beach against the grey horizon.

As to why Llandudno comes back to me in such sharp focus from a time when Liverpool still seems fragmentary and vague I have, although it is apparently a common experience, no explanation. Perhaps the frame of the holiday, its yearly repetition clarified by growing terms of reference, developed and printed it in the dark-room of memory.
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Number 22 Ivanhoe Road – a three-storey terrace house with steep front steps set back in a tiny front garden with a low wall. Behind its ornate brickwork and sash windows I spent most of the first nine years of my life. There were six of us living there to start with. My mother and father, my nanny Bella, a cook and a house parlour-maid. Later there was also my brother and, for a short time, my sister.

Opening the facade as if it were a doll’s house; thinking of it as a setting for a play described by the dramatist before the maid enters to answer the telephone; this is how it was arranged.

Behind the front door, to the right, a small pram-room with just enough space for the pram and later tricycles or fairy cycles. The pram an imposing object, its rubbery smell, deriving presumably from its concertina hood and clip-on cover, scented the room. After the war, unless very grand, it was rather ‘common’ to own a big pram; push-chairs, as battered as possible, became fashionable, but in the thirties the middle classes subscribed to these imposing objects, the insides of which could be adjusted later to accommodate sitting toddlers. Dark and highly polished, the pram, with its large spoked wheels, remained closer to a horse-drawn carriage than a motor car.

Facing the pram-room was the lounge. It was called that as a sign of modernity, implying gin before dinner instead of sherry, and the use of lipstick. My grandparents and great-uncles and aunts had drawing-rooms. There was a great deal of furniture in that small lounge: a ‘baby grand’ piano which my mother used to tell visitors was ‘off a ship’, its top covered with framed and signed photographs of actors and actresses she knew; a rather ‘good’ bookcase, glass-fronted shelves above, a cupboard below in which my father stored several cartons of Black Cat cigarettes in their tin boxes from which to fill his case. There were easy chairs and a sofa before the fireplace and, in front of the sofa, a long low oak stool with a webbed leather top with the Radio Times on it. In winter there was a coal fire in the modern grate, protected when the room was empty by a winged brass-netted guard, and the coal was kept in a beaten brass scuttle. There were two standard lamps, their bases in twenties black lacquer with gold dragons climbing up them and parchment shades.

In the space beyond was my mother’s desk with its reproduction Chippendale chair and, within reach on a little round-topped table, the flower-like, long-stemmed telephone. Opposite the desk, between the tail of the piano and the windows, was a wireless set (eventually to be replaced by a radiogram), with its heavy acid-filled batteries and its fretwork cloth-backed front. There was a built-in window seat. The carpet wasn’t fitted, the surrounding floorboards were stained a shiny black. The colour scheme, in keeping with calling it the lounge, was rather ‘daring’: cream wallpaper, oatmeal loose covers, and burnt orange curtains and cushions. There were no pictures in the room.

Next to the lounge, facing the bottom of the stairs, was the dining-room. It looked out over the back-yard, a scruffy little square of grass with an outside lavatory for the maids smelling strongly of Jeyes fluid, and a shed of the kind much-advertised in the back pages of the Radio Times against the far wall, next to a back door leading into the entry. You couldn’t see the back-yard from the dining-room because there were net curtains covering the bottom half of the window.

The dining-room, unlike the lounge, was entirely traditional except for its hemp carpet. There was a polished table with two leaves, Georgian chairs, a small glass-topped carving table, a corner cupboard and a square piano, bought for five pounds in an auction and wrongly believed to be a spinet. On the square piano, leaning against the wall, was a tray – a wedding present, with a collage of different kinds of Brussels lace arranged symmetrically behind its glass surface. There was a grandfather clock in the corner by the window with a phoenix painted on the face. My father wound it up on Sunday mornings after lunch. It gave me great pleasure to watch the heavy weights ascending on their chains as he did so, and to see the adjustable pendulum swinging to and fro through the narrow open door in the case. In the corner cupboard were heavy cut-glass tumblers, engraved burgundy glasses in beautiful glowing colours, claret glasses and liqueur glasses. Yet my parents, unlike my grandfather’s generation, never drank wine; indeed, my mother never drank at all.

On the walls were early nineteenth-century hunting and shooting prints: ‘The View’, ‘Gone to Ground’, ‘The Kill’ and gentlemen in frock coats and top coats bringing down partridges, snipe, and pheasants. The dining-room was warmed by a gas fire with fragile clay elements which slotted in over the jets. Gas fires then tended to bang loudly when you lit them, and sometimes when you switched them off. I imagine some early experience of this must have alarmed me deeply as I still have a phobia about lighting gas appliances, allied to a reluctance to open – although not to drink – champagne.

The only other door off the hall was at the back and covered with a fringed brown curtain on a brass rail to show that it led to the kitchen. This was far from streamlined. The solid wooden cupboards and drawers had big wooden handles, primitively carved curly bits at the corners and were painted white. There was a big, old-fashioned gas-stove and two battered wicker chairs in front of the grate, a scrubbed wooden table with kitchen chairs, a clothes pulley which squeaked when you raised or lowered it and, hanging from the light bulb, a sticky fly-paper textured with the corpses of many a summer’s bluebottle, plump on the manure of Hogg’s cows. There was no fridge, but in the back kitchen, with its sink and draining-board, was a wooden wire-meshed meat safe. Bread, flour and rice were kept in big round enamel tins, raisins, tapioca and sultanas in smaller editions of the same, and most of the shelves were covered in gingham-patterned oil-cloth for ‘easier cleaning’.

The hall itself had comparatively little in it. There was an oak ‘footman’s chair’, rather out of scale, and below the stairs a chest dated 1694 in which my father kept his rods and guns. On the chest was a little brass pestle and mortar and a small brass crinoline lady that was really a bell. Above it was a beautiful plate of the twenties, another wedding present. In brilliant blues, greens and gold, it represented some elves crossing a bridge in a landscape dominated by mushrooms. My mother, when I asked her later, could neither remember it nor imagine what had become of it. I expect it was broken in a move, and much regret it. It was the most magic object in the house. There was also a barometer you tapped to find out if it was going to rain and a useless and nasty little brass warming-pan.

On the first floor, up the dog-legged staircase with its carpet rods and a gate fixed across the top to stop us falling down, there was a different pattern of rooms. In the front were the nursery and the night-nursery. The night-nursery, where our nanny slept with us when we were still young, has become vague, but the nursery is as clear as if I had just left it. The floor was of dark green cork, the walls white, the furniture apple-green. There was a gas fire with a tall fender guard and in front of it a grubby, faded white rug with animals on it. There was a big toy cupboard, a table with cane-bottomed chairs, a child’s table, round with four legs, and two little chairs; one curved with arms, the other with a rush seat like Van Gogh’s. There was a shelf of books, mostly tattered copies of Beatrix Potter, a small sand tray with tin animals, and a big chest, once my father’s tuck-box, containing a large number of wooden building blocks. There was a wind-up gramophone and a few old records, a framed print of Margaret Tarrant’s sugary ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. There were dark green blinds instead of curtains, and an ottoman in front of the windows.

Behind the nursery was my parents’ bedroom, which overlooked the back-yard and the roof of Hogg’s dairy. The general effect was blue largely because of the shiny blue eiderdowns on the twin beds with their dark polished headboards rounded at the corners. Twin beds for married couples, like calling the drawing-room ‘the lounge’, were a further proof of being ‘modern’. My grandparents’ generation still slept in a double bed which my parents believed to be unhygienic. Between the beds was a cupboard with a chamber-pot in it and a small drawer below containing medicines; a far from hygienic arrangement I should have thought. Although the bathroom was next door to them, my mother and father always used the pot, though my mother, as a further proof of her modernity, emptied it herself every morning instead of leaving it to the maids as my grandparents did. Over the beds were two nineteenth-century lithographs: sly Pandora and her box, and Lady Hamilton looking rather distraught. The originals were perhaps by Reynolds or Gainsborough. My mother believed them to be valuable because they were wedding presents from a rich woman. Over the gas fire was a water-colour, a gift of a local artist and ‘rather modern’. It represented barges on the Seine. There was a tall mahogany wardrobe with mirrors, a quite good chest of drawers and a dressing-table in the window with silver hair brushes and a cut-glass scent spray with a bulb. My mother’s jewel case had very little in it: a few rings, some art-deco clips, some earrings, a string of pearls, and Uncle George’s ‘peace offering’. There was a Coty powder box which was round and had a pattern of little black and orange powder puffs on it. This pattern was very important to me, but it wasn’t until I saw one recently in an antique shop (£5), that I realised what the black and orange shapes represented.

The bathroom, with the only indoor lavatory, was pretty functional. My father used a heavy safety razor with a one-edged blade which he honed on a special leather strap. There was a loofah, a sponge and a pumice-stone on the wooden rack over the claw-footed bath. No bathroom was then complete without these objects.

My father’s dressing-room built out over the back kitchen was tiny, although later I was to sleep in it in a child’s wooden bed of Swiss origin that had been handed down from my great-grandfather. Before this it had little in it except a wardrobe and a chest of drawers with a mirror above. On the chest was a cedar-wood Chinese ‘mess-box’ full of collar-studs, stiffeners, golf-tees and, as I discovered later, a solitary French letter, surely by that time unreliable, which once I had learnt its function I used to show my giggling and impressed school friends. There were also some racing binoculars in a leather case, his crested hair brushes and a bottle of Bay Rum, a lotion he was later to blame for his bald patch. His use of Bay Rum with its spicy smell was untypical, imposed by a legacy of several crates left to him by a deceased acquaintance. He never used aftershaves or deodorants even after they became acceptable. He rated them on a level with carrying a pocket comb, one of his few serious taboos. There was a single picture in his dressing-room. It contained three stages of a cock fight, the cocks a collage of real feathers with only their beaks and claws drawn in. Along the walls of the bedroom floor were spidery etchings of harbours and shipping.

The top floor, under the fanciful eaves, contained the two maids’ bedrooms, mysterious, seldom visited territory with fluff under the iron bedsteads and worn parquet-patterned linoleum. There was awashbasin but no bath so I presume they used the one downstairs, but when and how often I could not say. The curtains were thin, the wallpaper dingy.

I can seldom remember fresh flowers in the house. Owing to the Depression, my parents felt increasingly badly off, but in the hall there was an earthenware jug with Cape Gooseberries and Honesty.

It would be absurd not to admit to the obsessive spirit in my remembering so minutely the contents and decoration of an unremarkable terrace house some fifty years ago, but I have always tended to understand people initially through the objects they accumulate and the manner in which they display or conceal them.

My father’s discretion is for me implicit in the way he stored his rods and guns – the proof of his frustrated desire for a country life – in the chest in the hall, while the French letter he concealed in his ‘mess-box’ was indicative of his low sexual drive. Similarly my mother’s thwarted theatrical ambitions, only partially alleviated by her involvement in amateur dramatics, were more openly expressed by the display of the signed photographs of past and present members of the Liverpool rep on the top of the piano ‘off a ship’, but these conclusions are of course retrospective.

It is impossible for an adult to paint with the naivety of a child; the huge parents with their great heads and stick-like limbs, the neat formalised house, far too small to contain them, the grinning sun smiling down. It is equally beyond me to recreate how I saw my parents when I was very young, but there are two tableaux which do so for me.

The nursery at breakfast time: Bella and I seated in front of a different dish every day: fish cakes, grilled tomatoes on fried bread, kedgeree, eggs in various forms. My father liked to eat with me before he left for the office, standing in front of the window with a bowl of Grapenuts, and staring abstractedly into Ivanhoe Road. He usually said little but some mornings there would be the sound of intermittent muffled hooting from the tugs on the Mersey a mile or so away. His response to this was always identical. Joining the words together he would observe, ‘It’s foggy on the river.’

I have the impression that this response was not his originally, but something he remembered from his own Edwardian childhood. His life was much ruled by such formal responses. Many snatches of verse, the choruses of music-hall and popular songs, repetitive physical gestures (rubbing the skin between the base of the left thumb and forefinger with the thumb of the opposite hand), seemed to act as runes against the dangerous chaos of life. Potentially clever, it was as if he had deliberately trained himself to aim low. It made him an easy companion. His lack of competitiveness prevented any tension between us as I grew older. He was genuinely pleased at anything his children achieved but, on the negative side, offered us no incentive. ‘As long as they’re happy’ was his reaction to whatever we did or didn’t do. Good-looking, and with an easy charm and a quiet wit, he was ruled by lethargy. My mother used to say, and he didn’t contradict her: ‘Tom’s motto is never do today what you can put off until tomorrow week.’

She on the contrary was intensely ambitious and, I believe, very highly sexed. In neither direction was she fulfilled. Her ambitions were displaced; it was her children to whom she looked in order to realise them. Her sexuality was inhibited by her fear of the opinion of others. Only once, she told me later, was she nearly unfaithful to my father. In Chester at a dance (Tom must have been away fishing) a young man tried to persuade her to spend the night in an hotel. She was tempted to accept but finally refused on the grounds that she would have been forced to return home next morning in her evening dress. She sublimated her libido by a series of what she called ‘affairs’ with young homosexuals, revelling in their confidences and delighting in their company. This suited my father very well as there were comparatively few plays, and certainly no ballets, that he wished to see.

Every evening when my father was at The Albert I would be taken down to spend an hour with my mother in the lounge. She would put on a very elaborate performance for my benefit, reading a certain amount,
The Jungle Books were my favourite, imitating music-hall and cabaret artistes, and speaking of her early life in a rather indiscreet and grown-up way which widened its scope rapidly as I grew older and proved myself a precocious pupil at her knee.

I especially liked her to ‘do’ accents. Her Liverpool was perfect, her cockney adequate, if stagey, and she could manage a fair approximation of Welsh, Lancashire, Scottish and Irish. It amused her to imitate a woman called Alice Delysia, who performed mono-logues in English with a French accent, but what impressed me most was when she recreated an American colonel she had met during the war. ‘Lady,’ she’d say with a broad twang, ‘do you mind if I spit in the fire?’ and she would then swing round to face the grate and pretend to expectorate. For a long time afterwards I was convinced that all Americans indulged in this inexplicable custom. In fact, despite her ear for accents, my mother had never been abroad except once, as a child, to the Isle of Man. She claimed, although a strong swimmer, to be afraid of the sea, but I believe it was more a question of insularity.

‘Everyone says I’d adore New York,’ she told me, ‘and that New York would adore me, but…’ Everyone in this case was a few of her more cosmopolitan friends. She did however go to London once a year and, on her return, loaded with toys from Hamleys, would paint it in glowing colours. ‘I did five shows in four days,’ she’d tell us, ‘and had supper twice at the Savoy with Rex Evans.’ Rex Evans was a night-club owner of the period, a plump and bespectacled man who performed sophisticated songs at the piano. He stood high in her pantheon. My father was delighted that Rex Evans should take my mother to the Savoy. He himself was rather intimidated by London and would never go there if he could avoid it. As to the Savoy, he would have considered that a waste of money, as in some ways, and especially when it came to eating out, he was almost comically mean.

There was another aspect of those evenings I spent with my mother about which I had mixed feelings, and that was her recitation of several late-Victorian poems recalled from her childhood which she would send up in such a way that I soon realized that I was meant to be amused by their pathos, but which nevertheless moved me to furtive tears. One told of a cockney orphan girl returning to her sick little brother with some flowers presented her by ‘a bang-up lady’ who had learnt of his plight. ‘Flowers in ‘eaven? I suppose so,’ she replies in answer to his loaded question. Predictably, in the final verse, he is in a position to find out the answer to this theological conundrum.

Starving waifs watching a banquet; ‘naughty little Briar Rose’ who saved a village from flooding at the cost of her own, until then worthless, life; and a criminal ‘Burglar Bill’ who breaks into a doll’s house at the request of a winsome tot; were others who figured in her repertoire. I dare say she knew she upset me with these mawkish poems, but was unable to resist so receptive an audience. As a child, she told me, she had once recited a poem about the Boer War, then in progress, at a benefit concert. She had no idea what it meant but had even so reduced many of her audience to tears.

‘You’ve seen them dragging the guns along at the Agricultural Hall,’ she’d lisped, ‘But nobody saw them at Ladysmith when the shells began to fall’; and as the widows and mothers who had lost husbands and sons ‘in far Natal’ sobbed into their black-edged handkerchiefs, she experienced a glow of pride.

While not beautiful or even pretty, my mother was both animated and vivacious. She should have been an actress, but her mother wouldn’t have it. Once, and it was typical of my grandmother, she had taken my mother aged sixteen to an audition held by a Shakespearian actor-manager who was so impressed that he offered her an immediate position in his company. ‘I wouldn’t dream of allowing Maud to go on the stage,’ said my grandmother; ‘I just wanted to find out how good she was.’

My mother told this as a kind of joke at her mother’s expense, but I believe it had upset her profoundly. She also maintained she wouldn’t have liked acting anyway as she had too jealous and envious a temperament, but I didn’t believe her, even then.

When my father came home from The Albert, he and my mother would go up and change for dinner and Bella took me away to be given Horlicks and ginger biscuits and got ready for bed. My parents always came in to hear my prayers and kiss me goodnight, and I fell asleep thinking of the dying boy with flowers and the drowning Briar Rose and the American colonel spitting in the fire.

Although my parents employed a series of house parlour-maids wearing black uniforms, aprons and caps, I can recall none of them during my early childhood. The people I remember clearly were my nanny Bella and the cook, Minnie Roberts, partly no doubt because they came and went several times throughout my childhood, sometimes on a temporary, sometimes on a more permanent basis, and remained in contact with the family throughout.

Bella had red hair and was given to what my mother called ‘moods’. Nevertheless she was admitted to be ‘superior’, that is to say, quiet rather than raucous, and with a minimal Liverpool accent, although she did say ‘buke’ and ‘luke’ instead of ‘book’ and ‘look’, and was so convinced this was correct that she tried to teach me to do the same. She was firm but fair and had a strong sense of humour although when she was amused she would compress her lips and shake with silent laughter as though reluctant to display her teeth. She was a strong believer in routine insisting, before I was old enough to use the lavatory, that I sat on my pot until I’d been a ‘good boy’ or, if nothing was forthcoming, dosing me on syrup of figs. Every morning she-cleaned out my earholes with a twist of cotton wool, its tip coated in vaseline, and examined my tongue. She tried to make me eat everything up, and put me reluctantly to rest every afternoon for precisely one hour.

My father, who was also fond of her, called her ‘Mrs Spilsbury’, after the eminent forensic expert Sir Bernard Spilsbury whose close examination of the corpses of murder victims had sent several poisoners to the gallows. The reason for this nickname was that Bella was always bringing him food to sniff in order to confirm her opinion that it had ‘gone off’. She was a strong swimmer and had once entered a contest which entailed battling against treacherous currents around the Great Orme in Llandudno. It transpired later that the other two entries were professionals and in consequence Bella came in very much last, but nevertheless finished the gruellingcourse. Bella stayed with us initially for at least five years, before she left to marry a long-distance lorry-driver called Jack, a gentle giant of a man who adored his small wife. Eventually they had a daughter called Beryl, who was very pretty and adept at tap-dancing in the manner of Shirley Temple. Unfortunately, Jack didn’t live very long and it was then that Bella returned to us.

One afternoon, when Jack and Bella were still courting and I was about three, instead of walking in Prince’s or Sefton Park, she pushed my pram down Aigburth Road as far as the rather run-down district of Garston and off into a maze of streets which led eventually to the yard somewhere near the Mersey where Jack’s employer housed his lorries. They loomed up all around me like elephants and Jack lifted me high into one of the driving compartments and allowed me to pretend to steer with the great wheel. The yard was paved with cinders and had its own petrol pump. It was a hot summer’s day, the sky was bright blue, the river sparkled and beyond it the Welsh mountains, some fifty miles away, appeared surprisingly close. That visit to Jack’s yard remains loaded with inexplicable significance. I felt a party to their happiness, almost a conspirator.

Minnie Roberts and Bella were very close. Minnie was a lively woman with springy dark hair, strong glasses, and the rapid high-pitched cadences of her native North Wales. She was adept at creating a sense of excitement at the thought of treats to come, in particular of the promise of ‘the beano’ when my parents and Bella should chance to be absent at the same time. This didn’t take place for several years, although she mentioned it frequently enough to keep me in constant anticipation. When ‘the beano’ eventually materialised, it turned out to be a very literal event encompassing baked beans on toast and staying up half-an-hour later than usual. ‘Don’t tell on me now,’ said Minnie Roberts, but her conspiratorial manner and frantic gaiety were sufficient to dispel any sense of anti-climax. She encouraged me, and eventually my brother and sister, to call her ‘Auntie Min’.

Auntie Min was married to an almost silent man called Tom who worked on the railways. Although Auntie Min lived in, they owned their own small house the other side of Sefton Park. The parlour was very clean and full of bric-à-brac, and had that mildly disquieting atmosphere of a room used for séances or psychic consultations although, despite her Celtic blood, Auntie Min was in no way ‘gifted’ in that direction. She was what was called ‘a good plain cook’, which suited my father who disliked elaborate dishes. Otherwise, apart from his insistence on finishing every meal with a savoury, he was not at all fussy. My mother on the other hand had a very sweet tooth. ‘I put sugar on everything,’ she’d say as though it were somehow a proof of her worldliness, ‘even salad, and I love Chicken Maryland – that’s a banana with fried chicken.’ In fact however she was perfectly satisfied with Auntie Min’s roasts, stews and over-cooked vegetables.

Apart from the anonymous housemaids, there was only one other creature in the house: a fat neuter tabby cat called Joey who lived entirely in the kitchen. My mother felt a cat to be necessary to discourage the mice, but she couldn’t bear him anywhere near her. She put this down to a dream she’d had as a child in which she’d found herself lying on a bed of partly squashed kittens scratching and biting in their death-throes. Her mother had thought this phobia ridiculous and insisted on having her daughter, aged ten, photographed stroking, with a look of agonised repulsion, a kitten seated on a velvet cushion.

When I was three my brother Bill was born. Unlike me with my reluctance to leave the womb, he was minimally ahead of schedule. My mother’s waters broke on the lavatory and I was rushed round by Bella to my maternal grandmother’s flat a quarter of a mile away. Again, whereas I had been underweight and fractious, Bill was plump and contented, but it was not for a year or two that I recognised in him a distinct threat to my position. With his blue eyes, curls and sturdy body, he was an infinitely more attractive child. His nature too was sunny and his manner easy and agreeable but worse, from my point of view, he was adept at learning necessary skills. He could do up his shoelaces long before I could and whereas I was seven before I could read, he could manage it at four and a half. His socks stayed up where mine fell down. He enjoyed physical exertion where I detested it. Admittedly there was a tendency to smugness in his reiterated cry, ‘I can do it easily’, but then he usually could.

Nemesis paid him out in one direction only. We both ran through the gamut of what were known as ‘childish ailments’: German and common-or-garden measles, scarlet fever, chicken-pox, mumps and whooping-cough but, although I nearly died of influenza when I was about six, Bill was continuously plagued by recurrent and painful attacks of toothache and earache. Huge water blisters like army pill boxes erupted on his fair skin (they had to be pricked with a sterilized needle and the empty carapace removed with tweezers, an operation which gave me enormous satisfaction). He had a hard time, frequently toddling into my parents’ bedroom in the small hours sobbing: ‘Why do I get everything?’ Otherwise I suffered from the comparison, not from Bella or Auntie Min, although the former could sometimes become exasperated by my ham-fisted obstinacy in contrast to Bill’s adeptness, and certainly not from my parents. My eagerness to show off appealed to my mother; my rebellious streak struck a suppressed chord in my father’s nature. But most relations and certainly other children’s nannies and their employers favoured Bill. I, who had been king of the castle, the centre of attention, the repository of lineal hopes, was entirely overshadowed by this golden child to such an extent that my mother felt obliged as some visitor lavished attention on him to cry out in defence of her less-favoured first-born: ‘George has his fans too.’

My revenge lay in my discovery that Bill was a highly conventional little boy. On our walks, for instance, if he refused to agree to some whim of mine, I would threaten to pretend to have a fit approaching strangers and would have my way. If I wanted some of his dinner I would tell him, while Bella was out, that the source of the meat was a dead tortoise which had ended its life writhing with maggots and, as he had a queasy stomach, we would rapidly change plates. Although I was sometimes caught out and reprimanded severely for tormenting him, he never sneaked on me, partly because he had from his earliest years an understanding of the correct code, and perhaps also because he suspected, quite accurately, that I would invent other and worse revenges if he were to do so. We quarrelled continuously as children, but later got on much better. My mother chose to date this from his emergency operation for a ruptured appendix during which, for a whole night, his life hung in the balance – a typically dramatic explanation on her part. My own view is that our improving relationship was more gradual and due to my realisation that our potentials were so different that we were not really in competition.
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My mother and her brothers, Fred and Alan, usually called their mother ‘Griff when speaking to her directly and ‘the Griff’ when referring to her in the third person. This nickname was an invention of my Uncle Fred who had once introduced her, assuming the accent of a fairground barker or circus ringmaster, as ‘The only Griff in captivity’. He was adept at such nonsense. When my grandmother and I played duets together at the upright piano, she inevitably and rightly critical of my lack of concentration, he would announce us as ‘those famous virtuosi of the keyboard, Mr Umpty-Plum and Mrs Oochamacootch’.

‘The Griff suited my grandmother. It seemed to encapsulate her neat fastidiousness, her small but upright stature, her horn-rimmed glasses, her feet, permanently set at ‘quarter to four’ (another observation of Uncle Fred’s), the result of a broken ankle sustained while playing golf. We children called her ‘Gaga’, presumably due to my early inability to pronounce ‘Granny’. With its implication of senility she never liked this and was always trying to get us to amend it to ‘Gargie’, but we never did.

My mother and the Griff didn’t get on all that well. Many women of the Griffs generation deliberately prevented their daughters from marrying so as to have the use of an unpaid companion and dogsbody. There were many such elderly and embittered spinsters in our neighbourhood whom we would meet while shopping and whose entire conversation centred nervously around ‘Mother’. The Great War had helped to reinforce their ranks. They had lost sweethearts or fiances in the trenches, and afterwards found them­selves ‘on the shelf. The Griff hadn’t succeeded here, nor in fairness had she wanted to, although my mother’s comparatively late marriage at the age of thirty-four must have made it seem a distinct possibility. Nevertheless she tended to treat Maud as though her main duty was to be at her beck and call.

She was also a skilful tease and my mother took teasing badly. The Griff’s main weapon here was the assertion that ‘Maud isn’t a sport’. This gibe encompassed not only my mother’s refusal to play golf and bridge, both of which the Griff did, although extremely badly, but also her neither smoking nor drinking, her refusal to go abroad; and even her inability to drive a car. The Griff had once been to Knocke le Zoute in Belgium to play golf; had been ‘finished’ in Germany; and drove a Morris Minor very dangerously right into her early eighties. She would also ignore my mother’s advice especially when she had asked for it. It wasn’t beyond her to make my mother go round to her flat, some ten minutes away from Ivanhoe Road, to help her decide between two hats, only to settle inevitably on the one my mother had rejected. Furthermore when she was on holiday she would encourage my father, who needed little persuading, to linger at the golf-club bar so as to make them late for lunch, one of my mother’s phobias which the Griff dismissed with a wave of her Gold Flake, although she herself expected punctuality from anyone lunching with her. Nor should one forget earlier traumas; the audition with the actor – manager, the photograph of Maud stroking the kitten. And of course, much as I loved her, it was not without some ambivalent feelings of pleasure that I would watch my mother rising to my grandmother’s teasing, turning red with irritation, clenching her fists, leaving the room to conceal her repressed anger, especially as the Griff would enlist us children as conspirators.

I suspect however that at the bottom of their antipathy was my mother’s grief at the early death of her beloved father and her resentment that during her childhood she had watched him treat my grandmother as though she were a precious piece of Dresden china, appearing to believe that she had done him an immense favour by marrying him. The Griff was, it’s true, very spoilt. As the youngest of her family she had been pampered as a child and she had been equally indulged by her husband. Both her sons lived at home for most of her life and my mother was never far away. She had a maid and a cook who adored her despite her imperiousness. She would ring the bell and tell Mary, the quiet and pretty Irish parlour maid: ‘You may poke the fire.’ ‘Suppose,’ said my mother, ‘she said “I don’t want to.”‘ As to why the Griff and my mother were on speaking terms, the reason was Maud’s terror of rows, of being thought badly of, whatever the provocation. What’s more in some ways, and with good reason, she admired her.

The Griff had indeed many admirable qualities: generosity, a sense of fun, self-respect. Her chests of drawers and clothes cupboards were in apple-pie order, her household accounts correct to the ha’penny, and she had never been overdrawn in her life, even after my grandfather’s early death had left her for a time in comparative poverty. My mother used to say, with a certain wistfulness, ‘She has a very strong character.’

With children, while firm, she showed great empathy. Her toy drawer, as orderly as the rest, was full of treasures which she would get out one at a time rather than allow us to rummage; a technique which made playtime with her very special by removing the unsettling element of choice. She had scrap-books, a top which threw out multi-coloured sparks, games of snap and animal grab, spillikins, “and a kind of bingo called Housie Housie. She would buy transfers where we damped a piece of paper bearing the faint imprint of an image, pressed it on the page of an exercise book and then peeled it back to reveal a brilliantly coloured butterfly or rose. Teatime was always a treat. She would roll chocolate finger biscuits in thin bread and butter, or sculpt an apple to form a chicken with its drumsticks, peas and potatoes. She could also peel an apple so that the skin remained an unbroken spiral. She read to us well and patiently: the Blue and Red fairy tales, The Wallypug of Wye, The Cuckoo Clock and particularly the Golliwog books, large illustrated adventures, naturally in immaculate condition, in which the manly and ingenious Golly and some rather soppy wooden dolls emerged unscathed from terrible adventures. I still have a clear and anxious-making vision of them nearly drowning when the sea destroyed a dyke in Holland. Finally, and to the great embarrassment of my mother and our delight, she would sing and dance the favourites of her childhood: ‘You should see me dance the polka’, ‘Tommy make room for your uncle, there’s a little dear’, and especially a rather frisky number called ‘Now then, young men’. This went as follows:

Now then young men don’t be melancholy.

It’s my duty just to make you jolly.

Whenever things go wrong with me I never cry or pout.

At this point she would stick out her lip and rub the corners of ‘her eyes, and then, after a pause, she would conclude with great emphasis:

For I always am, and I mean to be

The jolliest girl that’s out.

During the last two lines she would raise an arm above her head and jig round on one leg.

And jolly she was most of the time, but the Griff was occasionally prey to bouts of deep depression lasting for several weeks or even months. She was then convinced that she had neither friends nor money. Her conversation excluded all other themes. No friends. No money. Round and round like a pet mouse on a wheel. This was not a recent development. She had apparently always suffered from these dark visitations known to her family as ‘doing herself. During the thirties it was suggested that she might benefit from psychological help and she was persuaded, much against her will, to visit several specialists. All they accomplished was to arouse her resentful contempt. She called them ‘talking fools’.

One of her obsessions when she was ‘doing herself was that all she was fit for was to work as an attendant in a station lavatory. Her eldest brother, Frederick Harvey-Samuel, a distinguished-London barrister, was apprised of this by my mother who was sent to stay with him several times before the Great War, presumably in the hope of making ‘a catch’. Sweeping up the ends of his luxuriant moustache, a court-room mannerism he had carried into his private life, he passed judgement.

‘It would have to be Lime Street,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I couldn’t afford to have a sister of mine working at Edge Hill. It might have a damaging effect on my practice if it became known that Edith was employed in this capacity at a goods station.’ Frederick Harvey-Samuel died before I was born, but the Griff continued to maintain that working in a station lavatory was the only resort open to her in her friendless and penniless state.

After her depressions had run their course, she would wake up one morning in the best of spirits. Life was agreeable once more. There was golf, bridge, ‘runs’ in the car, my mother to tease and badger, a gin and orange before lunch and a Gold Flake cigarette after it. The only lavatory she felt the need to resort to was her own. Her bathroom window was of particular dimpled glass and the same glass was let into the upper panels of the flat’s front door. I have come upon this glass since, but it is only comparatively recently that I have recognised it as the source of an instant evocation of my grandmother. Despite her maid, she chose to answer the door herself, and would cry: ‘Wait a minute!’ (her entire conversation was punctuated by this phrase) as her blurred and faceted image materialised behind the panes. This same glass still produces a certain anxiety: Are my nails clean? My knee-length socks with their concealed elastic garters pulled up? My rebellious ‘cow’s lick’ of hair combed back? She was very critical of such details. ‘George is quite frightened of the Griff,’ said my mother. And so I was, but I was very fond of her too.

I was not, however, at all frightened by the hysterical barking of her current dog as she came to open the door, although I am in general as wary of dogs as of lighting gas appliances or opening champagne. I have no idea why this should be so. My father had a spaniel when I was a baby. He had bought it for when he was invited to shoot by his uncles but it turned out to be gun-shy and given to biting people so it had to be put down. It never bit me, however, and indeed I was told later that I was extremely fond of it and pulled its ears and tail with impunity. Nor, as far as I know, was I ever bitten or menaced by any other dog. Nevertheless for as long as I can remember I have felt apprehensive of them, and my brother Bill’s only, but extremely effective, riposte to my teasing during our childhood walks was to threaten to pat strange dogs, a ploy which reduced me instantly to placatory behaviour.

The Griff’s dogs aroused no such atavistic anxieties because although nervous barkers – ‘good house dogs’ is how she described them – they were without any aggression or indeed character. What they were was indistinguishably wet with brown sentimental eyes and perpetually wagging tails. As one died, it was replaced by another which, although temporarily appealing as a puppy (‘Isn’t it an Uncle Wuff,’ said the Griff, an expression she used for anything sweet or cuddly), soon grew up to become indistinguishable from its predecessor. They were all rather basic animals of no known breed and yet lacking the grotesque collage effect of dogs conceived on vacant lots. They might have posed for the ‘D is for Dog’ entry in a rather unimaginative alphabet book, yet if anyone tried to please my grandmother by offering the cliche that ‘mongrels are more intelligent’ she would respond firmly by insisting they were cross breeds. They were given names as banal as themselves: Jock was followed by Zip who was replaced by Peter. Jock was the first I can remember. Peter was ‘put to sleep’ during the war because the bombing made him hysterical. None of them resembled or grew to resemble the Griff in either appearance or character.

The ‘cross-breed’ syndrome was typical of her. It tied in with her insistence that people coming to see her took the 33 tram instead of the 1 or 45. She also told everybody that the few mediocre Victorian prints she possessed were ‘artist’s proofs’, although I doubt she had any idea what an artist’s proof was. Her family came from Birmingham, but she would never admit it. She always maintained that she was born in Warwickshire.

The Griff’s flat was in a three-storeyed Edwardian block called York Mansions in a street of the same period called Sandringham Drive. The building was of red brick with ‘Tudor’ eaves. There were six flats in all; hers was on the first floor to the right of the slightly pompous entrance. A caretaker and his family, the Polands, lived in the basement below the level of the square back garden with its large tree in the centre of the sparse lawn. The stairs of York Mansions were of uncarpeted granite which Mrs Poland mopped down every morning, polishing the tenants’ brass bells and knockers en route. She was a pale thin woman who sighed resignedly when you had to pass her at her task. Mr Poland, equally lugubrious, did the garden under my grandmother’s directions. She would point at the weeds in an imperious manner. She was an accomplished pointer at things for other people to do; my mother gave an excellent imitation of this trait. If a workman came to the flat she would stand over him and point at what needed doing until he’d finished. ‘Then,’ she would tell my mother, ‘I gave him a cigarette.’ She’d say this with the magnanimous and gracious air of one who had awarded a major and much sought-after honour.

The Polands had a rather large, plump, moon-faced, almost silent son called Billy. We would play with him sometimes in the garden, but he was as conscientious and melancholy as his parents. We felt he had been told he had to play with us whether he wanted to or not. It went with his parents’ job, like the stairs and the weeding.

The rooms in my grandmother’s flat led off a very dark dog’s leg passage. The rooms at the front (the dining-room, the lounge and ‘the little room’ for guests), and at the back (my grandmother’s bedroom, the bathroom and the maid’s bedroom) were well-lit, while those at the sides (the kitchen, and the ‘boys’ room’) faced the walls of the adjoining houses and were almost as dark as the passage.

The Griff’s furniture was solidly Edwardian and rather out of scale: great wardrobes, massive dining-room table and chairs of an unpleasing orange wood, ‘nests’ of occasional tables, but the lounge – and it was typical of her wish to be ‘up to date’ that she called it that – had a bright magenta carpet, white textured wallpaper and sea-green curtains. Her bedroom was more conventional – faded pink chintz – while on her dressing-table were silver-backed hairbrushes and pretty little tortoiseshell boxes for hair pins and other necessities. She always took, even during her depressions, what my mother called ‘a pride in herself.

In the front hall by the coat stand was something rather odd: a cigarette machine into which she and her sons put money for their packets of Gold Flake. It was filled once a fortnight by one of those men to whom my grandmother, appropriately enough in this case, ‘gave a cigarette’. On the chest which faced the hat stand were some comparatively large wooden carvings of two dappled horses with detachable huntsmen and a small pack of hounds. She had bought these on a holiday in the New Forest. On the wall behind them hung two rather busy etchings. One celebrated the great events of Queen Victoria’s reign. In the centre of it sat the old Queen on the occasion of her Golden Jubilee while around her soldiers slaughtered natives, great ships were launched, and the Crystal Palace glittered in Hyde Park. The other was devoted to the events of the same year, and contained an image which both fascinated and appalled me. In a menagerie or zoo a roaring lion reared up, the bars of its cage snapping like matchsticks, the bustled and top-hatted crowd recoiling in confused panic. Perhaps my fondness for zoos stems from this corner of a small etching. I have always enjoyed being alarmed. The only other picture I can recall was a misty drawing of the young, long-haired Paderewski over the upright piano in the lounge, presumably a sign of my piano-teaching grandfather’s admiration for that virtuoso. My grandmother was uninterested in the arts although she very much disliked modernism. She referred to all modern works of art of whatever tendency as ‘futurist’.

Her two sons, Fred and Alan, lived with her; Fred until he married in the forties, Alan until she died a decade later. They were not at all alike, as different in their temperaments as Bill and I. When a child, Fred had employed similar tactics to my own to get his way. On cold nights he would force his younger brother to warm up his bed before allowing him to climb into his own. If Alan showed reluctance Fred would begin to recite ‘Wolsey’s farewell’, a speech which always reduced Alan to hysterical tears, and rather than hear it through, he would submit to his role as a human warming-pan.

They had both been sent to Clifton, the only public school with a Jewish house. The housemaster, a Mr Pollack, was a cousin of my grandfather’s and both his son and grandson were to become housemasters in their turn. When my grandfather died there was not enough money for his sons to stay on there and they had to leave and go into business. Alan accepted this without rancour, but it made Fred both bitter and resentful and, witty and charming as he could be, there remained a mistrustful streak in Fred’s nature which emerged strongly when he had taken drink. Alan was a much sweeter character and showed no rancour at Fred’s teasing, which continued into their middle age. Alan for instance read very little while Fred was, like his father, a devoted Dickensian. During the thirties, in my hearing, someone asked Alan if he had read a particular book, I believe it was Rebecca. Fred put his head abruptly on one side, always a sign he was about to make a joke. ‘I shouldn’t think so,’ he said, ‘he hasn’t finished The Wouldbegoods yet.’

Physically too there was little resemblance between them. Fred was quite short and plump with the face of a clownish baby; Alan rather tall with more defined and sensitive features, more conventional on the surface, and given to describing every detail of his daily life as if the late departure or early arrival of a train at Lime Street Station, or the menu provided at an annual dinner, concealed some essential clue to the meaning of the universe. It was almost as if he were bent on establishing an alibi to satisfy a particularly suspicious detective-inspector.

I believe that Fred, like my mother, would have chosen to go on the stage. He could play the ukelele, dance nimbly, sing adequately, and time jokes brilliantly. When very young I was taken to see him in an amateur production of a musical comedy called Victoria and her Hussar and remember the audience becoming hysterical with laughter at his performance. During the Great War, throughout which he remained, mysteriously for a public schoolboy, a private soldier, he had spent most of his time in a concert party, and I believe he had the talent to succeed if he had decided to turn professional. The need to help support his mother probably made him decide against it and perhaps reinforced his sense of grievance. The ‘failure’ of having to leave Clifton early gave him an obsessive determination to succeed.

He went into oil, a firm called Samuel Banner, starting as a commercial traveller; it was a period of his life about which he could be extremely funny, but which I suspect he resented strongly. He rose to become a director alongside his boyhood friend Cyril Banner who, as heir to the company, had no need to struggle as Fred did to achieve this position. He also, in middle age, became Captain of Formby Golf Club. Formby, one of the several clubs strung out along the sandy coast between Liverpool and Southport, was considered the smartest. To become Captain at all was an honour but for Fred, as a Jew, it was a formidable achievement. Golf clubs tended to be anti-Semitic. During the late .fifties, dining with my father and Uncle Fred, I had raised the question. Was Formby anti-Semitic? My father, who was also a member, denied it. He hadn’t an atom of racial prejudice in him; a quality he had proved in marrying my mother in the face of familial opposition. Not so Fred. ‘They’ve got their own club,’ he said. ‘They don’t know how to behave. They drink lemonade and bring out wads of money to pay for it. They discuss business.’

My father was rather shocked, and yet the anti-Semitic Jew is not uncommon, and usually Fred concealed his prejudice behind a defensive humour. He told me once that he had been involved in a slight car accident with a Jewish man who, in a state of high excitement, had demanded his name. ‘Isaac,’ said Uncle Fred. ‘This is no time for joking,’ screamed his adversary. ‘Vat’s your real name?’

Fred had never kept up with Clifton but Alan, who had been removed even younger, had always done so and regularly attended the Pollack House old boys’ dinner in London. One year he persuaded Fred to join him, putting him on his honour to behave. The dinner was held in an hotel in Park Lane. While the old boys were drinking their cocktails asking each other what had happened to Cohen minor who had been such a promising full-back, or whether J.R.Goldberg was still in Bangkok, a page boy opened the door in search of a guest for whom he had a message.

‘Mr Smith please,’ he shouted. ‘Mr Smith please.’

Uncle Fred was unable to resist the opening. He hunched his shoulders and spread the palms of his hands upwards: ‘Vat initial?’ he demanded.

My mother’s attitude was more ambivalent. She would often claim to be ‘proud of her Jewish blood’, but with her awareness of anti-Semitism, was very disturbed by any overt Jewish characteristics or any scandal involving Jews. She would express relief if a financier accused of fraud had an obviously Christian name and deplored, during the war, Jewish women wearing expensive fur coats in queues or talking too loudly to each other. Like Jonathan Miller in the Beyond the Fringe sketch, she felt she was Jewish rather than a Jew.

I don’t think the Griff gave it much thought. She would occasionally serve gefilte fish, but otherwise her cuisine was in no way kosher. From time to time she would invite the Reverend Frampton to lunch. He was a rabbi, a man of great culture and charm, but very anglicised. He dressed like a clergyman of the Church of England, and I was disappointed the first time I met him to discover he had no beard or high-crowned hat. The Griff’s main dilemma apropos her race lay in relation to her burial. Her husband was buried in the Orthodox Cemetery at Broad Green and she wanted to lie next to him. This however would involve being shaved and anointed with oil, and vain to the last, she disliked the idea of not ‘looking her best’ even in the coffin. In the end she had decided that the proximity of her much-loved Albert Isaac was more importantthan her invisible final bow. My mother used to say that the Griff’smain regret in relation to her funeral was the thought of being unable to see who turned up.

What with Fred’s resentment, my mother’s nervousness, and the Griff’s indifference, it was Alan alone who involved himself in the Jewish community, especially devoting himself to Harold House, a Jewish Boys’ Club, and to the Jewish Lads’ Brigade of which he became Colonel. When we were small we were sometimes taken to watch the Brigade move down Prince’s Boulevard with Alan, extremely smart in his uniform with its Sam Browne belt, marching at its head. It always seemed to be a clear grey winter’s day on these occasions. I can hear he drums and bugles drawing closer and I felt proud of my Uncle Alan, so serious and precise, as they swung past. Yet this didn’t stop me laughing when Alan had fallen asleep one Sunday after lunch and was snoring and Fred suggested that the noise he was making was ‘ooorghh-cadetzzz’.

Alan had been a Lieutenant in the 1914–18 war and a casualty too. While demonstrating he use of poisonous gas the wind had changed and, as a result, throughout the twenties and thirties he was in and out of a nursing home for major operations on his intestines. The scars on his stomach were as complicated as a railway junction but he never complained. The nursing home was in Gambia Terrace and overlooked a rather romantic graveyard in a steep valley of sandstone with the Anglican Cathedral rising slowly on the other side. Gambia Terrace was, like much of inner Liverpool, respectable Georgian architecture and, like the whole district, had already begun to ‘go down’. In the late fifties John Lennon had a chaotic flat there. It was close to the Art School which was itself round thecorner from the Liverpool Institute where Paul McCartney did less and less work as the two became involved with Rock and Roll. The Cathedral, of which my father had seen the foundation stone laid by Edward VII, was completed only very recently.

Between operations Alan worked on the Cotton Exchange and later for a large store called Owen Owens, but it was not until middle age that he was fit enough for long enough to pursue a steady career. He joined a firm that manufactured children’s clothes for Marks & Spencer and eventually became a director. He was also involved in managing the Basnett Bar, a seafood restaurant near the Liverpool Playhouse much used by the theatrical profession and the slightly raffish set which included Brian Epstein. When the Basnett Bar was pulled down he became a partner in a restaurant in Chester and still goes there most days at lunchtime to welcome guests and check that everything is ‘as it should be’. Alan has always been a meticulous believer in things being done correctly.

His other great passion was and remains The Ramblers, an amateur football club for Liverpudlian public and grammar schoolboys founded over one hundred years ago. He, as the longest serving member, was elected honorary President for the centenary year at the age of eighty-four and had to make a speech at the dinner, a task which occupied and obsessed him for three years before the event. He was especially worried that he might leave someone out from those who had to be thanked. But on the night it was a triumph, and he was much moved by the warmth of the applause. He was given a record of his speech on cassette but, while he was on holiday in the Isle of Man, it was stolen by a burglar. Happily, it was not the only copy and could be replaced. I believe that the Ramblers’ centenary dinner was the high spot of Alan’s life, all of it spent, with the exception of the 1914–18 war, holidays and trips abroad, within a quarter of a square mile.

Fred would never have spent three years worrying about a speech. He was a brilliant public speaker, much in demand for golf-club dinners. He never improvised, however, but would rehearse and time himself until he sounded entirely spontaneous. He had an equal talent for composing verses set to popular tunes for special occasions, which he and Alan would perform together accompanied by Fred’s ukelele. At my parents’ wedding reception they scored a great hit with Fred’s version of ‘It ain’t gonna rain no more’:

This afternoon at three o’clock

Our hearts were beating fast.

My brother turned to me and said

‘We’ve got her off at last.’

It was Fred who had been instrumental in my parents’ meeting. He had invited Tom home to tea after a rugger match and Tom had fallen in love with my mother immediately. It was not Maud’s first engagement. Just after the war she had almost married a rich man called Jack Eliot Cohen, but had broken it off because he had no sense of humour. The Eliot Cohens were the reverse of upset at this: not in this instance because of my mother’s race – their name alone would dispel this as grounds for disapproval – but because she had no dowry.

When Maud eventually became engaged to my father she received, as was then the custom, many congratulatory flowers. Reading out the accompanying cards to the Griff she came to Mrs Eliot Cohen’s contribution: ‘We are delighted and relieved’, she read. The Griff exploded with indignation until Maud told her that she had added the ‘and relieved’.

She was adept at teasing the Griff by such means. It never failed. On another occasion she was reading out a pamphlet in connection with an appeal for the Liverpool Foot Hospital, an organisation on whose committee she served. ‘And thanks are due to Mrs Tom Melly,’ she improvised, ‘for allowing her feet to be photographed.’ ‘You didn’t!’ shouted the Griff indignantly. My mother’s feet had always been a disaster area of twisted joints and bunions.

Serving on charitable committees was very much an obligation for the middle classes between the wars. My father, despite his indolence, was chairman of the Foot Hospital committee, although probably only to please my mother; his own feet were rather elegant. My mother did several days’ voluntary work a week for ‘The Personal Service’, a forerunner of the Citizens’ Advice Bureau, in which Tom was also involved, and Alan, as I said, was very active in this direction. Fred however did very little – his cynicism dismissed charity as beside the point – but he did join the Masons. I was very curious about the Masons even when I was quite young. He showed me his trowel and apron, but refused to tell me what they actually got up to, although sometimes I heard him in the ‘boys’ room’ reciting the ritual for his next step up the Masonic ladder.

My curiosity was intensified to an unhealthy degree after I had bought a pamphlet on the subject from a rosy-cheeked, beshawled old Catholic woman who came to the door. The cover showed some hooded figures about to commit a ritual murder; the whole text accused the organisation of every kind of wickedness and blasphemy. With an early taste for Gothic horrors, I was even more fascinated. Was it possible that Uncle Fred with his jokes and ukelele was involved in such things? I did not dare ask him, but I showed the pamphlet to my father. He dismissed it out of hand but added that he found the Masons both ridiculous and dubious in their support for each other in business.

Fred tried to interest Alan in the Masons but I don’t think he succeeded. I should guess Alan would have been discouraged by the amount of learning by heart involved.

That Alan and Fred, both over thirty by the time I was born, should share and continue to share the same bedroom for many years, may seem odd today. It was less so then. Alan was a bachelor, but Fred, on the contrary, was a great one for the girls. My mother frequently told me that she could remember him and his friend Cyril Banner, while still in their teens, going out to parade along the prom at Llandudno in the hope of picking up ‘a bit of fluff’. Fred was, I discovered later, highly sexed and perfectly prepared to indulge himself, but he had no intention of marrying until he was good and ready, and living at home was no doubt a useful alibi. I suspect he was mostly drawn to shopgirls, barmaids and waitresses although once, during the thirties, he had had a serious mistress, a rather glamorous blonde divorcée with a child, who gave my grandmother some alarm. It didn’t last, however, and he returned to more casual promiscuity. During the late fifties his sexual philosophy led to us quarrelling so severely that he cut me out of his will. Separated from my first wife, I resisted his instructions to divorce her before she ‘takes every penny you’ve got’. ‘Always wriggle,’ he told me, ‘that’s what kept me out of trouble. I always wriggled.’

Despite what I feel to be dubious in his character, I much regret we never made it up. Apart from the laughter he gave me, he was extremely kind and generous to me during my childhood. He was the first to take Bill and me to restaurants; my father considered it an absurd extravagance. We went to The State, a grand establishment by Liverpool standards with art nouveau stained-glass windows, a string quartet and the rich smell of roasts and stews. The speciality was ‘chicken on the griller’, a delicacy I misinterpreted, genuinely the first time, as ‘chicken on the gorilla’, a sinister form of cuisine that I was eager to sample. Having scored a hit with this notion, I didn’t hesitate to repeat it on every possible occasion. This I believe to be a universal vice in children and an extremely tiresome one. My subsequent malapropism, ‘suggestive biscuits’ for ‘Digestive biscuits’, was equally successful and I was guilty of looking on any lunch table as an excuse for reviving it long after I was aware of its inaccuracy.

If Fred was a bachelor from choice and the need to support his mother, Alan remained one from temperament. Several girls, according to my mother, were ‘keen’ on him but eventually turned elsewhere for lack of encouragement. There was one in particular whorprobably remained a spinster her whole life for Alan’s sake. She was one of the ‘Mother’ brigade, but a woman of spirit and dry wit, usually encountered riding a large bicycle down Lark Lane with a shopping basket on the front and a back pedal brake. Her devotion to Alan was so obvious as to arouse Fred’s mockery. He maintained every Christmas that she was crocheting a little net bag to support Alan’s ‘arrangements’.

‘Arrangements’ was the Griff’s word for the sexual organs. I was first aware of it when she took me, as quite a small boy, to the Walker Art Gallery. We stopped in front of a Cranach. She looked at it with some distaste. ‘You can’t tell me, George,’ she said, ‘that ladies’ and gentlemen’s arrangements are pretty.’ I had, at that time, no firm view on the subject, but at least I was more aware than most of my contemporaries as to what adult arrangements looked like.

This was because Maud and Tom had somewhere absorbed the theory that it was healthier for children to be exposed to their parents’ nakedness from the start. This was comparatively unusual thinking for the time and was especially odd in that they were not particularly ‘advanced’ in any other direction. Nevertheless we were encouraged to accompany them to the bathroom to watch my father shave and my mother in the bath, or my father in the bath and my mother on the lavatory. I am unable to analyse the effect of this on my sexual development, nor to decide what they imagined it might be. All it gave me during my childhood was something, like the French letter in my father’s ‘mess-box’, to swank about to my school friends.

As the Griff was one of twelve children she must have had a lot of relations and so, though on a lesser scale, had her husband. Nevertheless, although it is always said to be a Jewish characteristic, neither she nor my mother and uncles were at all obsessed by the structure of the family, and those I met or heard about existed in familial isolation. I didn’t even know in most cases from which side they came. It was on the contrary the Mellys who were concerned with who was whose second cousin twice removed.

Of the Griff’s childhood I knew nothing except that she had developed a precocious taste for wine, and that whenever she had asked hopefully what there was to drink for luncheon, her mother had always answered: ‘Water, Edith.’ Of her finishing school in Germany she was equally vague. She would sometimes recite a piece of doggerel about a miller’s three sons, all she retained of what was once presumably a fair knowledge of the language, and the only other thing she chose to remember was a visit to a famous sculpture, the nude torso of Venus, which was exhibited revolving slowly on a podium under a flesh-coloured spotlight in a dark room hung with black velvet.

I remained in ignorance as to how she came to meet my grandfather or the setting for their courtship. Of their early days together in Ivanhoe Road she told me only that she had ‘draped her own mantelpiece’, an accomplishment apparently denied to the majority of her contemporaries, but that was all.

Of her eleven siblings I met only one, her sister Lily, who was married and lived in Monte Carlo. She was a small, vivacious woman who always referred to herself as ‘Naughty Little Auntie Lily’, wore strong scent and seemed to me, on the one occasion she visited Liverpool during my childhood, the epitome of Continental sophistication. I suspect I first heard of her from my mother whilst walking past a particular house in Alexandra Drive, a long curving street of large late-Victorian houses which links Sandringham Drive to Ivanhoe Road with its more modest terraces. The house was of cream stucco in the style of an Italianate villa and with a glass porch supported on slender but ornate iron columns. The words ‘Monte Carlo’ have always projected this house like a magic-lantern slide on my mind’s eye, while similar architecture – in the Holland Park area of London for example – has the same effect in reverse.

During the German breakthrough in 1940 Lily and her husband were trapped in Vichy France. Her husband too was Jewish and they were by then quite old. We heard after the war that they had died of malnutrition.

Lily, who loved comfort, had stayed at the Adelphi during her visit. The Griff put up very few people as the only route to her spare-room was through the ‘boys’ room’ with its distinctive smell of cleaning fluid and shoe polish. Both Fred and Alan were very particular about their appearance. Nevertheless there was an annual visit from her middle-aged niece, Cis Pollack, who was married to one of the Clifton Pollacks and whose son Phil was to become housemaster there in his turn. No one could call Cis beautiful; she resembled an elderly Harpo Marx. But she was one of those rare people whose inner qualities are immediately discernible. Children were drawn to her as to a toyshop window. She had a great sense of fun and adored teasing my grandmother whom she always called ‘Auntie’. She was involved with a charity for East End Jewish girls and was constantly being asked to their weddings. At one of these, she told us, the father-in-law of her erstwhile protegee stood up and asked: ‘Who’ll swap a bitta fat for a roast potater?’ Cis lived to a great age, dying at her son’s house in Clifton; a move she effected with some reluctance as she was devoted to her own little house in Cricklewood. When I was doing a gig in Bristol during the seventies I visited her only a week or two before she died. She was in bed, very frail, and wandering in her mind, but the sweetness, almost saint-like in its charisma, was as powerful as ever.

The Griff’s only other regular guest was another niece, Lulu Davis, who lived with her sister Emmy in Birmingham, or Warwickshire as the Griff would have it. Lulu was my godmother and allegedly well off. I thought of her as rather dashing, but this may have been connected with her name. One of Uncle Fred’s pieces on the ukelele was a song of the twenties called ‘Don’t bring Lulu’. It was about a man who is giving a party. His friends are welcome to turn up with any companion of their choice – ‘Rose with the turned-up nose’, ‘Peg with the wooden leg’ – but the eponymous heroine is barred. She ‘knocks things off the shelf. She ‘always wants to do just what we don’t want her to’ and generally creates havoc. Lulu Davis certainly appeared conventional enough in her behaviour, but for a child a song is as real as a person. After all, if Uncle Fred could take part in ritual Masonic murders, there was no reason why Lulu, back in Birmingham, mightn’t revert to knocking things off the shelf.

But this was only speculation. What I knew for a fact was that Lulu was extremely mean. She would give us sixpence where other relatives would hand over half-a-crown and, considering I was her godson, her birthday presents were so meagre that I was even more reluctant than usual to write her a thank-you letter. My mother, rather beadily, told me that it was ‘worth keeping in her good books’ as I might well be mentioned in her will. I eventually blew it on my nineteenth birthday when she sent me a packet of Gold Flake. I was stationed in Malvern in a naval camp, and I wrote to her a postcard pointing out that as Malvern was quite near Birmingham she could have hitch-hiked over and saved herself the stamp. Naturally enough I never heard from her again and, when she died, no lawyer wrote to advise me to get in touch if I wished to hear something to my advantage.

My mother was a little more forthcoming about her relations, but only when they had amused her in some way.

There were three Jewish Irish cousins, elderly women as poor as synagogue mice who lived in London, and whom she liked to imitate. When she visited them, one of them would always press a pound in her hand and cut short protestations by saying: ‘Now don’t annoy me’, in her strong Dublin brogue. They were upset when she failed to marry Jack Eliot Cohen, a match they supported on the grounds that ‘it will please your Uncle Lou’. Uncle Lou was another, Liverpool-based, brother of the Griff’s but I learnt nothing more about him, except that he had been married to a lady called Auntie Reb who had provided enormous Edwardian teas for Maud and her brothers, and was always worried that there wasn’t enough to satisfy ‘the de-ah children’.

When Maud became engaged to my father they went to London, and she took him to visit the Irish cousins. They had forgiven her for failing to please her Uncle Lou, but feigned indignation on Tom’s behalf for having to meet them.

‘What will your fiance think of you?’ they cried. ‘Bringing him to meet all your relations!’

There was also a rich first cousin of Maud’s, a girl called Joan Harvey-Samuel who later married a military man and who spent her entire life complaining about everything. She had her own lady’s maid whose shortcomings were a constant irritant to her. She would begin most of the conversations she had with my mother in their teens with the phrase ‘that dreadful maid Rose!’

With all these I became, at one remove, familiar. They would figure briefly in my mother’s entertainments for me in the lounge at Ivanhoe Road after tea. They would pop up like characters in a radio comedy series, recognised and loved for their catchphrases: ‘Now don’t annoy me’, ‘the de-ah children’, ‘that dreadful maid Rose’.

More substantial were her tales of her Uncle Fred Harvey-Samuel, the barrister who had lived in Wimpole Street and who was so concerned that the Griff, if she was determined to work in a station lavatory, should only be employed at a main-line terminus. Even the Griff occasionally mentioned him because he had ‘passed out first in all England’, a feat which put him on a level with the signed artist’s proofs. He sounded an impressive, if somewhat intimidating, figure offering Maud, a nervous young provincial girl with her hair only just up, a temporary glimpse into the great world of London with liveried servants and a carriage at the door.

Maud told me of smart dinner parties where the sweets were enormous architectural confections which, despite her sweet tooth, she felt obliged to refuse in favour of milk pudding in case the insertion of an ill-judged spoon should cause the whole trembling edifice to topple off the plate and on to the carpet. She was, I gathered, in some awe of her Uncle Fred as he could be witheringly sarcastic.

He was a keen bridge player and one evening, when the only guests were another couple eager for a few rubbers, regretted her inability to make up a four. Maud was able to tell him that since her last visit she had in fact learnt to play, as the Griff had told her it was selfish not to. She and her uncle were partners. The stakes were high, and partly from nerves, partly from lack of ability, she played extremely badly. When the beaming guests had departed with their winnings, her uncle poured himself a stiff brandy and soda. After sweeping up his moustache, he turned to her and remarked mildly: ‘Did Edith say it was selfish of you not to learn bridge?’ She blushed crimson and burst into tears.

Yet she was fond of him and regretted, following his early death, that the life he’d shown her was no longer open to her, the door closed. On the rare occasions when she and Tom were in London together, and inevitably got lost, she would always say: ‘I think we’re somewhere near Uncle Fred’s.’ For the rest of his life, whether on a North Wales by-pass or the outskirts of Nottingham, if ever my father wasn’t sure of the way, he would repeat this sentence to himself.

In Liverpool, by the time I was old enough to take in people, there were very few relations of my mother’s living there. Off Lark Lane, in a small flat facing Sefton Park, was a sad, freckled cousin called Dodo, a middle-aged spinster whose only companion was a small and harmless dog of puggish origins called Terror. Poor Dodo, like her aunt the Griff, suffered from deep depressions only, in her case, with no one close to turn to. In the middle thirties, shortly after it had become necessary to put down the blind and incontinent Terror, poor Dodo gassed herself.

Maud’s other Liverpudlian cousins were two unmarried sisters, Winnie and Ethel Mussons. They both had sallow complexions, and high mournful voices tinged by the sing-song Liverpool accent. Ethel, in particular, had been Maud’s great friend and confidante before the war. They had gone to dances together, and always met next morning at Sissons tea-rooms for what my mother called ‘a thorough committee’. They discussed, with appalled relish, the outrages of one ‘Racer’ Marsh, so named because she was con­sidered ‘fast’.

‘Did you see?’ Ethel remarked at one ‘committee’ after a dance at the Wellington Rooms. ‘Racer Marsh had shaved under her arms!’

Sometimes Ethel would ring up my mother, breathless to transmit some piece of scandalous intelligence. When Maud asked her who on earth had told her, Ethel, after a pause, would usually reply, ‘Now I come to think it over – you did.’

Ethel and Maud went ice-skating together, played lawn-tennis at the Mersey Bowman in Sefton Park, and discussed men endlessly, if innocently; Maud believed until well into her teens that you conceived a baby by kissing, a theory which gave her many moments of anxiety. They were both ‘keen’ on a man called Jimmy Duncan who, for some reason, was considered unsuitable. I asked Uncle Alan why this should have been so. He thought for some time. ‘I can’t imagine,’ he told me eventually, ‘he always struck me as a thoroughly decent feller.’ Perhaps it was simply because he wasn’t Jewish and my grandfather was still alive.

Maud told me that Jimmy Duncan, when he had friends with him, would sometimes ring her up at home to get her to belch ‘God Save the King’ down the telephone, an unladylike accomplishment of hers which occasionally featured at my request in her after-tea divertissements.

After the war and her eventual marriage, my mother and Ethel became less close. Towards the end of the thirties, presumably for financial reasons, the Mussons opened a cake shop in Lark Lane. It was called Sugar and Spice and was in competition with the long-established Miss Stephenson’s a few doors up. My mother felt obliged to patronise Sugar and Spice but would furtively slink into Miss Stephenson’s as well. Miss Stephenson herself, a formidable old lady with a striking resemblance to Queen Victoria, was noted for her brandy snaps for which Maud had conceived an almost indecent passion. Ethel’s cakes, while pure and wholesome, had a somewhat amateur look to them.

The Griff, who unlike Maud didn’t care what people thought of her, remained completely faithful to Miss Stephenson despite her family ties with the rival establishment. Her imperious behaviour in local shops was a continuous embarrassment to my mother. Once, in Irwin’s, the grocers, when a plain assistant hurried forward to attend to her, she announced that she ‘wished to be served by the pretty young lady’.
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