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Introduction by his son David 

In the early 1970’s I became very interested in our family history. I began to collect family 

photographs and ask my relatives about their past. My father would often talk to me about 

his early life and especially his childhood in the mining town of Millom on the West coast of 

Cumberland. He would often walk me round the town, where he was born.  We would visit 

numerous relatives who lived in a very small area of the town. 

So intrigued was I with his past that I asked him to write it down. Looking back I now realise 

this was quite a task in his very busy life and it took him many years to complete. One by one 

the chapters were completed and keenly read by me. The original document was typed by 

him and then corrected and added to by hand. 

I have made very few alterations to the text, only where it gives greater clarity to the reader. 

The footnotes are mine. It is a fine document of a life and a world long gone. I hope you 

enjoy reading it as much I have enjoyed reliving so many great memories that were my 

father’s.  

This is one of my treasured possessions which I am sharing with you. I never expected him to 

go to such trouble and write down so much. I am very grateful to him. He died in 1993. This 

autobiography raises many questions but alas I cannot ask those questions now. However, I 

hope you are enjoying this journey with me into his past.  AND thank you to those who 

comment on this work and are able to add more flesh to it- for that I am sincerely grateful.  

David Holme 
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CHAPTER 1 

Is it the fashion these days to reveal all? Then here goes! But I warn you that I have to cover 

the first two dozen years. Perhaps less. And I don’t guarantee truth. Only what and how I am 

able to remember. I was born in Newton Street Millom, Cumberland on the 23
rd

 May 1910. 

And if the information does any good you are welcome to it. I can’t remember the day I was 

born. Wasn’t it Thomas Hood who wrote: 

I remember, I remember the house where I was born? 

He remembered the house, although he could never recall the day for some reason. But I 

did, however, have it pointed out to me once long, long ago and have recently been 

informed that it was number forty-six. I have no recollection living there, for we moved away 

before I was quite three and I don’t remember anything clearly before that age. 

The house must have been undistinguished for I know the street and I know that all the 

houses are pretty well alike. None of them are elegant along the strip. Just plain, good two 

storey terraced houses and built of slate throughout, roofs, walls and floors strong, 

waterproof, durable, adequate and ordinary. On the same side was a shop or two. My 

grandfather’s shoe shop
1
 and my auntie’s cake shop among them. Further down the street 

was the little United Methodist Chapel where my mother went as a girl. A row of quite good 

shops stood opposite, while across the road from the shoe shop was a rag and bone yard. It 

stunk, of course. But thank goodness the entrance to it opened out into another street 

around a corner. 

I always remember the bone yard. And peculiar its smell -sweet and sickly, the smell of meat 

slowly going bad and over-large and dusty bluebottle-flies crawling about the skins. I 

remember, because we moved back to Millom four years later and I lived in the town until I 

was twenty one. McNally, the owner of the yard, was usually standing in the big double 

doorway of his smelly marine store. When he had passed on, it was McMeakin, with a family 

of strong lads to help him, who took the business over. Not that Father McMeakin was 

helpless himself for he was six foot two and took size thirteen boots. They tell us that smells 

have a more profound effect on us than we imagine. They go deep into the sub conscience 

and trigger off this and that without our ever suspecting it. Is it then conceivable that the 

McNally-McMeakin- bone yard smells in the first few weeks and months of my earthly 

existence had some mysterious effect on my strange little personality?  Perhaps not. Think 

what you like! 

But I would not like you to think that our windows had nothing but the smelly streets to look 

out on. Millom was a clean, well kept little town, though always small. There were fields, sea 

and mountains close at hand. Look out of the front door to the left and behold a grassy hill 

that was Millom Park with the fine church steeple beyond. Go two hundred yards to the top 

of the street and there the great, dark, whale-like body of Black Coombe, all one thousand, 

nine hundred and thirty seven feet of it. Now screw yourself up and turn yourself up and 

turn the other way and look down the street and wonder at the moon surface scene.  A 

streaky, grey-white mountain of hardened slag. It is still there, that slag bank
2
, shutting off 

                                                           

1 James Mitchell born 1844 in the parish of St Sennen Cornwall 

2 But when I saw it in 1976 they had apparently given it a coating of top soil and it was covered in turfs. 
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the great iron-ore furnaces, now dismantled. The metals of which they were constructed so 

long ago may be used again. But the bare, barren mass which took so long to grow from the 

furnace refuse, nobody wants.  

Now go upstairs in any of those houses and look out of the back windows. Gaze away 

beyond the three hundred yards or so of well kept allotments. In the distance you see the 

characteristic winding gear, the pit heads of the Hodbarrow Iron Mines. Now lower your 

eyes and behold the even less romantic scene below our windows- a twenty–five foot length 

of narrow, slate-paved yard with a mere fourteen inch strip of flower garden down one side. 

And on the other side, first the tiny kitchen with its outside door. Beyond it the wash house, 

entered from the yard, having a small window, and a fanlight in the roof. Beyond that was a 

WC.  And finally the “midden”- our refuse pit, a faint odour rising. By the midden, a door 

would admit you through a high wall to the back street, where on a fine day children played, 

rag and bone men yelled, fishermen trundled their barrows ringing a hand bell, and dustmen 

dug our refuse from our midden through a square hole in the outer wall. Mind you, there 

was a door to cover that square hole, discretely. Life was nothing if not discrete. 

Respectability indeed was at a high premium, however poor one might be. There was the 

riff-raff of course, mostly at the bottom end of town, and mostly Catholic or Irish. Not but 

what there were respectable Catholics to be found, if you liked the look of them, but we 

thought them rather rare. And no doubt there were Protestant scallywags, but there ought 

not to be. 

Our family were brought up Methodists of one kind or another, on both sides of the family. 

My mother’s folk were Bible Christian stock
3
, and the Bible Christians became Methodists 

with the passing of time. Almost the whole family lived in Newton Street and were handy for 

the little chapel there. 

But my father’s people were Wesleyans, and mother very dutifully turned Wesleyan when 

she married, as everybody expected her to do. They were very strict on that kind of thing. 

But when it came to getting married they did not hesitate to make arrangements in the 

Parish Church, for that was another custom!    

Since father was a Wesleyan, I and my brother and sister were all brought up Wesleyan. That 

too was proper. Yet there was another Methodist Chapel away up on Holborn Hill which was 

“Primitive”. But as a boy I couldn’t see any earthly reason why one should exist at all. 

The Wesleyan Chapel was much the biggest, and up to about 1910 most of the bosses at the 

mines and furnaces were members there. It was fashionable. It had a big gallery on three 

sides, and a good pipe organ. There was a separate Sunday school consisting a hall and 

classrooms down one side. And opposite these excellent premises stood the largest of my 

father’s three shops. 

The Church of England was well represented too, having not only the parish church of St 

George in a prominent part of the town, but an intriguing historic country church a mile or 

so away adjacent to and ancient castle. 

                                                           

3 James Mitchell and family were strong Cornish Bible Christians. 
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The Catholic Church was unpretentious and almost unseen at the previously mentioned 

“bottom end” of town by the gas works. And there was only one other, a Baptist Church, 

which one day to everyone’s surprise would see my baptism by immersion-me! –a member 

of the Wesleyan Church! Me –the queer one! Lots of water. 

This reminds me of something I ought to describe. I refer to the Cumberland wash-house. 

There was a wash house, you may remember, about half way down our back yard.  The wash 

house was used, as you might suppose, for washing; chiefly for washing clothes. Chiefly, I 

say, for washing clothes. It was an operation carried our religiously week by week without 

fail. But its other holy purpose was for bathing the body, a debilitating procedure that was 

not done that so often. In truth, any washing of the body could be done very simply with a 

kettle of water at the kitchen sink, if the need were sufficiently pressing, when the person 

concerned would strip to the waist and wash down as far possible. Then clothe the upper 

part and bare the lower and wash up as far as possible. Some keep a portable bath, two to 

five feet long, which is set on the kitchen rug, to bath cosily by the fire. I have seen miners 

rid themselves from excess grease and grime, stark naked and unashamed, in the presence 

of the family and even of neighbours. Yes and before the lady next door! But to do the thing 

properly one patronised the outside wash house where there was abundance of water, and 

you could splash freely. 

Every Monday was wash day, however. Then the place really swam with water, soap suds 

and washing blue, while the clothes bubbled in a great, black, iron boiler. The actual boiler 

was a semi-spherical  cast iron basin no less than fifteen or twenty inches across, set in a 

three to four foot cube of brick and cement, with a hole for the fire beneath it and a flue 

going up behind. A suitable quantity of water was poured into the basin above, usually 

through a hose from a nearby tap, and the coal fire lit. When the little iron door was shut 

upon the flame, the fire fairly roared. I loved the sound and the warmth of it. 

The clothes when boiled were lifted out with a boiler stick. This was a portion of a one-time 

broom handle no doubt, the clothes being transferred to a “dolly tub” the size of a beer 

barrel. Here they were churned, with just the right amount of water to give them a smooth, 

elastic movement, by means of a “dolly legs”. How often I have wielded this instrument! 

Let me describe the dolly legs. Made entirely of wood, about three feet tall, they consist of a 

small, five legged stool, perhaps nine inches high, with two and a half inch diameter pole 

issuing from its centre, having a one foot crossbar. The handles were set a few inches from 

the top. We children would sometimes dress it up in children’s clothes and play games with 

it. Perhaps ring-a- ring-of –roses. Or the dolly legs might represent the teacher while we 

pretended to do our lessons. Or possibly the preacher, while we sang the hymns. But for 

serious use one would take the dolly legs by the handles, lift it into the tub, plunge it deep 

into the soapy water, among the clothes, and turn it vigorously this way and that, swish, 

swish, turning the clothes very much as they are agitated in a modern electric washer. But 

more efficiently, I believe, since the expert dollylegger imparts an up and down movement 

as well. 

The articles were then put one by one through a clumsy great mangle. This was a wringer 

having six inch diameter rollers, of solid wood and set in a cast iron frame. It weighed two or 

three hundredweight, I should think. Pressure was laid on by turning a screw against heavy 

interleaved springs such as you might find under the rear of a car. Even today I can recall 
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vividly the characteristic clanking of the loosely meshed gears as the big flywheel was turned 

by its handle with steam rising from the tub beneath. 

If the weather was dry, a line was stretched full length of the yard, or back and forth across 

the back street, and the clothes pegged upon it, as still today in some parts. But if the 

weather was wet, and often it was in South West Cumberland, they had to be dried on the 

wooden clothes horse before the roaring kitchen fire. They produced a peculiar smell, so 

that you knew they were there when you opened the door of the house. 

By and large washing day was a right shemozzle and everybody was glad to see it over for 

the week. Some must have wished it would never come. Small wonder children were heard 

to chant, “Rain, rain go away; come again on washing day”, in the hope that the trouble of it 

might be postponed. Most ironing was done by means of a flat iron which was heated in the 

fire, lifted off with a padded holder or tongs and placed in a polished steel cover. But mother 

possessed a splendid charcoal iron. One piece of charcoal was well heated in the fire, placed 

in the iron on a grid, and packed around with cold charcoal. Then a bellows was used to blow 

through a vent near the base till the sparks and flame showed at the funnel. The little swivel 

door was then shut over the vent and the iron was ready for use. Very sophisticated! I loved 

the sweet scent of the burning charcoal. 

If washing day came every week, bath night came less frequently as earlier indicated. In 

winter it was often perforce a chilly, steamy business if the wash house was used. It began 

with the usual chopping of sticks to kindle the boiler fire; filling the boiler through a hose or 

by bucket, and when the water was too hot to hold a finger in, it was ladled out into a hip 

bath or similar receptacle. The door of the wash house was then firmly shut and ones 

clothes peeled off by the light of a flickering candle, while the wind howled in through the 

four to six inch gaps top and bottom of the quivering door. I know, because I did it so often. 

It is how I bathed all through my teens in winter time. But in summer, as you will easily 

believe, it was less trouble for us young ‘uns  and a good deal more fun, to go down to the 

sea which washed our shores ( and our limbs) little more than a mile away.  

My father was a business man. He was big and immensely strong. By no means was he a bad 

man.  I can say that his besetting sin was probably eating. He actually prided himself on how 

much he could consume. But whatever defects he may have had, he did believe in 

cleanliness. And knowing how off-putting were the primitive toilet facilities of our day, he 

went all futuristic and rash and had an indoor bathroom built over the kitchen, complete 

with running water, hot and cold! It was the first to be seen in town. Now he could declaim 

with pride and fearlessness that cleanliness is next to godliness. 

Unfortunately, I was not old enough to remember it, for as I said before, we moved, and left 

our drab little town behind for a while. Another thing I can’t remember, but have been told, 

is that we could afford at that  time to go away on holidays- to Blackpool, Morecambe, 

Southport and the Isle of Man, which very few people in our town could manage in that era. 

Also we rented a small cottage at the foot of Black Coombe, near Bootle, a village eight miles 

up the coast.  

My brother and sister, much older than I, used to receive valuable presents in those days, 

one of which remained for my enjoyment. This was a magnificent and realistic five foot 

rocking horse, having real horse hair mane and tail. It was still in use when I reached the age 

of five or six. Then it suddenly disappeared. 
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This disappearing trick was something which we all had to put up with, and which I had to 

get used to. This was because of my father’s passion to buy and sell. His boast, as he too 

often told us, was that he would sell the shirt off his back. Indeed, once or twice to my 

knowledge he did! His practice was to buy what he took a fancy to, for himself or others, 

especially ornaments, jewellery, antiques, knickknacks and gadgets. At one time he 

developed a passion for canaries and parrots, scores or them. He brought home a real live 

bear once! Mother could not stand the smell, so he sold it again. Many things he bought 

were presented to one or another of us, or made to adorn the home. Then they were sold 

again, whenever a suitable buyer turned up. We children were inclined, as children are, to 

think that what we had been given was really our own. I mean, our very own precious little 

bit of private property. But it wasn’t. Sure enough one day it would be gone. It was not that 

father was unkind. This was business, just business. By business we lived, there could be no 

remedy. In the early days when we were better off, it was something to be thankful for, 

even proud of.  Anyway, father’s policy was not to be questioned. And if we lost one beloved 

possession, another would turn up, one day with luck.     

But by my time, in the time I remember, it was not possible to go away and pay for a holiday 

or have expensive presents. I was born too late and the war
4
 had come. Things were much, 

much tighter. Perhaps my father’s biggest mistake was to insist on independence. He had 

studied hard, showed natural aptitude, and was a manager of a prosperous pawnbrokers 

business by the time he was eighteen!  No small achievement. But he longed to be his own 

boss. He borrowed money
5
 from his father and his mother, in order to buy a business of his 

own. Thus he set up in competition with his late employer and was still paying off the debt 

when the war came. Meanwhile his parents had died and the many heirs to the small estate 

showed him no mercy or so I am told when he could have done with a little more help and a 

little longer to pay. 

Perhaps it wasn’t a mistake. Perhaps but for the war, he would have done well. Indeed for a 

time he did. Whatever he touched seemed to turn to money. Therefore he bought big. 

Ordered in quantity and ploughed back his profits into the business.  Perhaps, without the 

war, there would have been no stopping him. Indeed it really seemed so. 

My brother Dan was seven years older than I; and Evelyn my sister was a year older again. 

When I came along, “as one born out of due time”, as St Paul might have put it, we had 

three shops doing well. But two things saddened my father, an enthusiastic and athletic 

businessman: his eldest child was a girl and an invalid, and his next, though a boy, hated 

business.  

So when I came on the scene, so much later, I was doted on. Great things were hoped for 

me. Born with an aquiline nose and long strong black hair down over my shoulders, I looked 

just like a little Jew. And my future seemed guaranteed by the pawnbroker’s sign of the 

three balls which hung over the shop. Who could doubt that I would be a businessman? My 

father immediately made up his mind that I was going to carry on what would become a 

family business. I would make a family fortune!  

                                                           

4 World War I.  Edward was four years old when the war broke out. 

5 James Edward Holme was his mother's favourite and he persuaded her to set him up in the auctioneering business, so depriving the other 

children of part of their inheritance. In fact his mother’s will refers to the business as a pawnbrokers and although Jim inherited it he had to pay 

off the loan she had taken out to set him up. (Note from Elaine Johnson , 2007) 
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It appears that it was because of my sister’s ill health that we rented that cottage on the side 

of Black Coombe.    Always weakly, she had suffered pneumonia many times before she was 

fourteen.  The drugs which she so often cut such attacks short in today, was not discovered 

for another thirty years. It was never possible for her to continue at school for long, and 

consequently her ability to write and spell suffered miserably. But it became evident that 

Evelyn could do sums. She could give accurate change; moreover she had her father’s flare 

for buying and selling. In fact we found that it was a rare thing for her to offer goods to a 

customer without the latter parting with his money. Oh, if only Dan could have done the 

same! But he not only hated his father’s shops, he found that the thought of a bargain 

profoundly distasteful. It seemed he had no stomach for money!   

Only mother and I were dark. Father, brother and sister all had fair skin and hair and all had 

hearts of gold. And best of all from my little selfish point of view was that they all thought 

the world of their tiny “Jewish” brother. 

I have no recollection of that cottage on Black Coombe. But it was there that I was supposed 

to have seen my first aeroplane and howled bitterly at the terrible experience. It was there 

that I was missed one day, only to be found hours later, down by the mountain stream, 

sitting happily and unconcerned with a half dozen or so big lizards crawling all over me. 

What a queer little child! 

They tell me we had a punt on a large pond half a mile north on the seaward side of the 

main road, where Dan decided to be clever and wasn’t. Desiring to act the part of big 

brother to his invalid sister, he took her out on the pond as father might have done, but 

performed the well known stunt of unintentionally getting the pole stuck and hanging on to 

it like a silly hero. Needless to say he got wet through.  And while he waded out, the punt 

quietly floated unaided to the far end of the pond where Evelyn stepped out like a lady. 

Again I don’t remember it. 

In those days my father had a motorbike; had one many years. Like his building us a 

bathroom, this was another “first”. I have a newspaper cutting of this day, unfortunately 

undated, which reads: 

“Thirty two years ago this week South Cumberland residents saw their first motorcycle. This 

was owned by Mr J. Holme, who now resides in Market Street Millom, and was a three and a 

half horsepower machine called a “Quadrant”. This machine, which was belt driven, is a type 

which has now disappeared from the roads. It had to be started carefully and the driver had 

to be prepared to jump on the machine at any moment. There was no free engine in those 

days. The machine getting into motion as soon as the engine was started.  A small 

accumulator was fixed on the side of the motorcycle to provide the spark”. 

I would like to think that it took a strong man and an athlete to ride a motorbike in those 

days. My father enjoyed pedal cycling also, and belonged to a cycling club. But his weight 

must have been against him. He used to say that he could ride faster than anybody, if 

downhill! 

He often told us to our great amusement and amazement that they called him “Skeleton” at 

school because he was so skinny and that his father affected a permanent cure by forcing 

him to eat oatmeal porridge daily- a dish of which he nevertheless remained fond of all his 

days. 
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In consequence of that, or of something else mysterious and unknown, he grew, and put on 

weight, and muscle. And when I first remember him he was sixteen stone, mostly muscle. By 

the time I left school he was eighteen and half stone! But then his father and mother were 

both big people. His father reached twenty-two stone and I well remember his sister who 

was over twenty stone and freely mobile.  Perhaps the remarkable thing is not that at last 

my father grew big, but that he should ever have merited the name of “skeleton”. 

He was fond of boxing. Indeed we all liked boxing- except mother, of course. Our several 

cousins in the town would come for a bout or two with my father and brother on our 

pawnshop floor after hours, and continue till almost midnight. Occasionally they allowed 

little me to put the gloves on, although they were much older than I. But the outstanding 

event of the whole evening was when Evelyn had a turn. On would go the gloves and – well, 

every man must look out for himself! Stand back and see her wade in, full throttle, in a style 

of her own! Without any discrimination whatever, swinging arms at full stretch, left, right, 

left right, in great whirling circles , like two mad contrapuntal windmills. And woes betide 

any one at all or anything on earth that was unlucky enough to be in the way of them! Of 

course her poor lungs would not let her keep it up for long, for which we were almost 

thankful in our frantic efforts to escape in the restricted space. But while it lasted it was 

certainly hilarious, awesome and nerve racking spectacle. 

Father’s really strong point after business ability, however, was undoubtedly his muscle. He 

could bring almost every individual muscle onto the surface of his massive body and make it 

ripple at will. He could do the usual pectoral jerks either alternately or together in time to 

music, and had similar control of his biceps. At his best he could place a sixpenny piece on 

the back of his hand and, without moving the hand itself or the fingers could make a coin 

jump and flick over by a sudden contraction of the muscle beneath it. But the strong-arm act 

he most delighted in was taking one hundred weight on each little finger and lifting them 

simultaneously from the ground level and straighten his arms above his head.  Stout as he 

was, at fifty he could still outrun and out swim either of his two sons. And at sixty could 

touch the ground with the flat of his palms, standing feet together and legs straight , and 

could easily put his calf behind his neck, or kick an object a clear twelve inches above his 

height.  By all accounts he had a whale of a time when “strongmen” came with travelling 

fairs of that day, and his pals would put him up to offering a public challenge so that they 

could make money on their bets. But I suspect that he was very much less popular than he 

thought he was. Clever people who know it and show it are by no means always liked and 

probably had a greater sense of showmanship than of tact. 

One day when walking with his family across the railway lines at the Hodbarrow Mines, one 

end of a wagon left the rails and we stopped to see the fun. Eventually four men came along 

looking very businesslike with poles and crowbars. They fussed around and pushed and 

pulled and levered and argued without result. My father, of course, looked on with amused 

contempt. He let them struggle for a full five minutes and then slowly made his way over to 

them. Without a word he gently but firmly pushed then aside, carefully place his back 

against the end of the wagon, and effortlessly lifted it back onto the line. The feat took a 

strong man. But it was not a really great lift, for the wagon was not large as rolling stock 

goes, having a tare of perhaps seven or eight hundred weight and needing a lift of only eight 

inches. When he lifted the wagon some of the weight would be thrown onto the other two 

wheels. But it looked impressive and the men were speechless. He must have known it was 

tactless, of course, but found it irresistible, and downright enjoyable, while the four men 
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would always remember it against him. It ever he fell, or failed or did anything stupid…how 

glad they would be! 

I find it of interest that I never remember his speaking of taking part in a team game such as 

football or cricket, although I am told he did play a little in his young days. He cannot have 

felt any enthusiasm for such things or seen a great deal of success in them or he would 

surely have boasted of it. All I know is that he often went to matches and races, but in my 

time only as a Special Constable or ambulance man. The sports he was good at seem to have 

been all individual ones. He was more of an individualist than a team’s man.  This was like his 

younger son? Though not quite so odd perhaps! 

I must try not to bore you with endless family detail, but let me say that his mother was a 

Jones from Shrewsbury.  I know little more
6
 of her except that she had some largeness of 

body, fresh complexion and aquiline nose that father had. His father, though a respected 

member of the Methodist Church there, kept the Railway Inn at Askam in Furness. I don’t 

know how he came to give it up. Perhaps he was converted, but if so nothing was ever said 

about it. However, he did give it up and moved to Millom and took over a milk business in 

Katherine Street where they went to live. I never remember my father’s father, for he died
7
 

of “blood poisoning” when still in his prime, some time before I was born.  

According to his own account my father was a bright boy at school. He loved to be praised, 

liked to do well, but would not be pushed. He might be coaxed or shamed into doing even 

what he had no wish to do, but try to compel and he became beastly  stubborn. “Hold out 

your hand and be caned”, commanded the teacher in the manner of the day. “No, sir!”, the 

naughty boy retorted. “But you will, boy!” the  teacher persisted, making a grab for his hand. 

Failing in this the teacher repeated loudly, “I tell you boy, you will hold out your hand this 

minute, or I’ll know the reason why.” 

“No, sir,” came the reply again. “And why will you not hold out your hand, boy?” 

“Because, I’d be a fool to hold out my hand for you to hit it!” “Then you’ll come with me to 

the headmaster,” declared the teacher indignantly. And with that he steered him by the 

scruff of the neck off to the head’s room. “This boy is stubborn as a donkey. Would you 

kindly see what can be done with him?” And when they were alone the head said quietly, 

“Now, you know better than that, Jim. I want you to go straight back to your classroom and 

hold out your hand like a man. Will you do that for me, Jim?” And Jim, who had been so 

recalcitrant, went back and took his punishment with no slightest indication that he even felt 

it. 

There is one very unpleasant story which I have heard father tell from time to time. It must 

have been exaggerated and might have been imaginary.  But tell it he would, like the ancient 

mariner, as by an inner compulsion. It relates to his heavyweight father who ruled his 

household with an iron hand. Everybody was dominated by him. But when Jim reached his 

mid ‘teens and felt his own young will breaking out, a sudden surge of militant individualism 

coursed through his veins in the face of his father’s tyranny, and a showdown became 

                                                           

6 A great deal more is known about this family today. She came from a coal mining family living in the Parish of Pontesbury near Shrewsbury. 

(David Holme) 

7 1904  Deaths:  Bootle Vol 10b Page 464   December Quarter 
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inevitable. They came to blows! In the ferocious heat which was generated from his pent-up 

resentment he struck his father, he tells us, with all the force he could command, so that all 

twenty two stone of him “never touched the ground”, to use my father’s very own words, 

“till he hit the wall at the further side of the room!”  There he slumped to the ground, never 

essaying to force his will on his son again. Whenever he told of this, he evinced no feeling for 

his dad, no remorse for such a terrible act, only exulting in the almost unbelievable feat. 

Now, he was not really as insensitive as this. Perhaps some deep psychological need created 

the story, or at least prompted the telling of it. I know that I always felt a little sick whenever 

he repeated it, and wished he wouldn’t. 

A little of this stubbornness, albeit of a less belligerent kind, must have passed through to 

me. I was turned two and a half, they tell me, and still sucking a dummy would you believe. 

It had become embarrassing, but I resisted every pleading, cajole and threat. Only one resort 

seemed to remain- to dope the dummy. So mother went to the chemist and bought a few 

minims of gall and soaked the dummy in it, a drastic prescription. I’m told that I popped it in 

my mouth, took it out again, surprised and hurt, and promptly began to howl. Since no one 

took any notice of me, I surveyed the dummy thoughtfully and came to a decision. Holding it 

firmly in my hand, I made off with it to my favourite perch on the fourth tread of the stairs 

and there grim faced and silent sucked and sucked it with many tears. It must have been a 

terrible experience. But I persevered and came our triumphantly twenty minutes later 

beaming all over my face and enjoying the comforting morsel once more, having sucked it 

clean. I actually remember walking about with the dummy in my mouth although it appears I 

didn’t walk or talk much till nearly three. And I remember my brother and sister teasing me 

about it. I remember quite distinctly at the bungalow, where we had gone to live, 

deliberately electing at last to give up on my own accord and never wanting it again. 

It should be clear, of course, that I had been rather pampered as an infant. My aunt Louie 

would be largely responsible for that for I can recall how some years later she dealt with her 

own little girl determined always to give her the benefit of the doubt out of sheer kindliness.  

Whatever cousin Gracie did wrong the little thing would defend herself successfully with: “I 

diddy know!” “There her fond mother would respond indulgently, “She didn’t know, you 

see!” We all knew very well that the child did know and knew also that this little neat 

formula was all that she needed to cancel any blame in her mother’s fond eyes. And as Aunt 

Louie was my “second mother”, there can be no doubt that I was smothered in the same 

rich gravy. Of course it was not only my Aunt Louie’s spoiling, that I can remember very 

clearly, when children teased me in the street, my protest was, “Me mammy’s pep, daddy’s 

boy!”. As much as to say, “I’m special and I have the support of very important personages 

indeed!” 

Here you catch me referring to my father as “daddy”. Today I think of him as “dad”, too. But 

in the years between I always called him “father”. Perhaps it was the respectful way to 

address that relative in those days in that part of the world. In fact I have no recollection of 

calling him “dad” until I had left home and returned again. But the “a” in “father” was not 

the “ah” of “tonic sol-fah. It sounded more like the “a” in “ladder”. The “the” too had 

something of a “d” sound. Hence I would claim that Mr James Edward Holme was my 

“fadther”. Just as Mrs Holme was my “moodther” and Dan was my big “broodther”.  This 

was the way with most inhabitants for fifty miles around. 

Actually father wasn’t a Cumberland man at all, being born and raised in Askam-in -Furness 

across the Duddon estuary. That was another small mining and smelting town. The 
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tunnelling of the two mines almost met below the sea and they belonged to the same 

mining corporation, the “Millom and Askam Haematite Iron Co. Ltd.”  The great chimney 

stack at Askam, more than three hundred feet tall, I believe, was reputed to be the third 

highest in the country in that day. When it became dangerous it was felled, the ugly but so 

familiar landmark was greatly missed by the local people. Askam was separated from Millom 

by four or five miles of sea-washed turf, sand and water-the famous Cumberland sea 

washed turf-but was fifteen or sixteen miles distant by road.  This separation made little 

difference to dialect or even accent, but the two peoples were probably vaguely aware of a 

separate heritage. The peoples of Millom were conscious of their association with the 

mountains and lakes of the Cumberland Group, while those in Askam leaned toward the 

industrial areas of Lancashire
8
.  Hence the older folk must always have thought of my 

father’s family as slightly foreign, for all that, no hint of it showed in their speech and they 

always lived within sight of the town. 

My father’s three shops were of three different kinds. The one at 23 Queens Street was a 

fent store, where mother was occupied in selling odd pieces of new cloth in cotton, linen, 

silk and wool, of every shape, shade and design. She did a roaring trade. The other two 

shops were part of one building, though the front was at 38 Queen Street and at 3 Lord 

Street. We lived later between them at 1 Lord Street. The “front” shop was a clothiers or 

men’s outfitters as we might call it today, while the other was of all things the pawnbroker’s. 

It had both a front door and a back. The front door was for those who did not mind being 

seen, and the back, entered from a narrow back street, was used by those who were 

ashamed to come. 

Pawnbrokers have always been despised, one reason why the trade has been left mainly to 

Jews, no doubt. The English have a saying, “nor a lender nor a borrower be”. The Old 

Testament here and there is very hot on the subject too. “If thou lend money to any that is 

poor, thou shalt not lay on him usury. If thou at all take thy neighbour’s garment to pledge, 

thou shalt restore it to him by the sun goeth down”.  “Lord, who shall sojourn in Thy 

tabernacle?  He that putteth not out his money to usury”. “If a man be just and do what is 

lawful and right, and hath not given forth on usury, neither hath taken increase, he shall 

surely live”, saith the Lord (but if he) “hath given forth on usury, he shall not live!” and much 

more in the same vein.  

I don’t know whether it was words like these on the lips of the church members which kept 

my father away from the Wesleyan Chapel across the road from his shops, but it is certain 

he never went there, although he always affirmed that he was a Wesleyan- Wesleē-an, we 

pronounced it. 

There are ever a few pharisaic people who delight to quote against others. As I grew older I 

occasionally met those in church who reminded me bleakly that God was dead against 

pawnbrokers, implying that I would do well to have no truck with my benighted father. It 

was sad indeed to their mind that I was obliged to live with him. And there was no one to 

explain to me that the Bible prohibitions belonged to a primitive, close-knit, non-commercial 

community and extended only to those who belonged to the same family or tribe and that 

by contrast some parts of the Old Testament looked forward to the day when Israel would 

be lenders to all nations around them!  

                                                           

8 Both now in Cumbria (1974) 
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The pawnbroker in my father’s day, as now, has his activities closely circumscribed by law. 

He could only take certain kinds of goods in pledge, give only within certain limits on loan, 

and charge fixed rates of interest.  He must store the goods with the greatest care and 

ensure they were in good condition when returned. He could not dispose of them within 

certain minimum periods of time and must have them immediately available on demand. 

Furthermore he must satisfy himself as far as possible that goods brought to pledge had not 

been stolen and carefully examine the regular list of stolen goods supplied to him by the 

police and report anything suspect. 

His knowledge of the law in all these matters must be exact. His knowledge of the value and 

condition of a wide range of goods must be secure. He must know how to check fabrics, 

antiques, pottery and nick-knacks for genuine and usefulness and test professional manner 

jewels and precious metals while the customer waits. 

He must have capacious store placed and a watertight system of booking and labelling and 

keep most careful lists and descriptions of goods taken in pledge for the authorities to 

examine at a moment’s notice. He must be firm with customers but endeavour to keep on 

the right side of clients so as to build up a reputation for straight dealing, fair-mindedness 

and reliability which will ensure a regular stream of business over the years.  

The constant running up and down stairs to and from the store rooms was particularly hard 

on the legs of a heavy man as my father was and he soon suffered terribly from varicose 

veins. So the job was no sinecure.  I know from first hand something of the value of all this 

service to customers. So the casual customer who wants to realise a small sum of money 

quickly without having to part with his property permanently, as well as to the regular, who 

has no means of keeping his best suit pressed and dust free from one week to the next and 

takes it round to “Uncle” on Monday, only to redeem it again as a matter of course when 

Saturday comes all brushed, clean and straight. Pledges which ran out of time, that where 

they are not redeemed within a specific period, were taken to the front shop for display and 

eventual sale.  But every pawnbroker knows that this event, attractive as it may seem to be 

from his point of view, is not desirable. There is a problem finding space for goods awaiting 

sale and the difficulty of finding a customer who happens to want just that particular article. 

And the knowledge born of that experience that the person who fails to redeem his goods is 

less likely to come again to do business.  Many businessmen of that time used as a motto 

the Roman letters S.P.Q. R. which when translated were “Small profits, quick returns”, and 

hoped thereby to build up a steadily increasing trade. It was far, far better that customers 

recover their goods. 

The weekly balancing of accounts is one of the shopkeeper’s bogeys. “Why bother all those 

hours about so small a discrepancy?” people might ask. “It may only be a halfpenny out”, 

father would reply, “but it signifies that something is wrong. I’ll not be happy till it’s right”. 

So in some things he was a perfectionist. The roll of paper from the till would be many yards 

long, but he would tot up the pounds, shillings and pence columns with unbelievable speed 

and accuracy. If he should by some rare chance make a mistake, it was as though a bell rang 

somewhere in his brain. He knew immediately and error was made and would stop and start 

again, and could guarantee that next time the answer would be right. If an error remained it 

was from some other cause. 
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 I suppose he was a thoroughgoing extrovert. My mother was always annoyed at the way he 

would go up to any stranger and chat in a friendly manner without any pretext whatever. He 

seemed to have a real affection for the many that in those days went singing or dancing 

down the street for money. They came into his shops regularly to change their loads of 

copper, four or five pounds at a time, often twice over a Saturday! They were making four 

times as much in a day as the miners made in a week or more. They always found the poorer 

streets the most liberal and considered the well-to-do end of town scarcely worth entering. 

Many of these professional beggars he got to know quite well. Some were very comfortable 

indeed and enjoyed a standard of life a great deal better than that of the poor folk who took 

pity on them. Of course they lived elsewhere so their circumstances were not generally 

known. 

For all my father’s spontaneous cordiality with neighbours and strangers, as a Christian and 

Britisher he rarely had any room for or patience with foreigners. Perhaps the Jews were the 

exception. Despite his fair hair and very fresh complexion, his own features were quite 

Jewish, almost Turkish. He may have sensed a certain kinship with the Jew, therefore he 

certainly spoke well of them. 

At the same time the Jewish commercial travellers who called to do business with him had 

their legs pulled without mercy, to the point of real annoyance. The temptation thus to 

irritate such visitors he found quite irresistible. Yet he always defended them against any 

who spoke badly of them, and ever affirmed earnestly and with deep conviction that the 

Jewish traveller was a scrupulously honest gentleman and that he would rather do business 

with a Jew than with any other. 

He seems to have had no ambition to go abroad, nor desire to know a foreign language. 

Although he knew his English grammar I never knew him read a book in English apart from a 

business of technical one. Yet he valued greatly the books on his own shelves, not only for 

their good appearance and sometimes lavish illustration, but also for their reference value. 

He had a full length encyclopaedia in twenty volumes, the New Harmsworth Self Educator in 

many fine volumes and a copy of the Household Physician quite four inches thick! There 

were of course books on furniture, pottery, jewellery, guns ,clocks and watches, natural 

history
9
, sign writing, ticket making and there were books on anatomy, phrenology and the 

Magazine of Art in thirty six beautiful leather bound volumes. And finally, there were many 

volumes by the best known English poets, although I think he knew no poetry except a 

patriotic fragment or two of Kipling’s, and perhaps the National Anthem. He was a fervent 

monarchist. 

In politics he was an ardent, incurable Conservative and would argue his case, even with me 

as I grew older. Some might be tempted to think that he stayed Conservative in order to 

remain a member of the Conservative Club. That was by no means true, although he loved 

his club. What else could a respectable minimum reader with no hobbies do with his spare 

time?  There were hours he would sit with his beer, enjoy the chat of other men, boast and 

yarn and avow goodness knows what, and play a game of billiards or cards and argue his 

politics. 

                                                           

9 I have two beautiful books that belonged to him, one with lovely illustrations of butterflies.  
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He put up for the council once. His rather poor show may possibly have been his very first 

hint that everybody did not think the world of him. But always, whenever election time 

came around, there he would be, busy plotting, canvassing, writing addresses, slaving to 

make sure that whatever it was, the Conservative candidate would get in. In my ‘teens I was 

often made to sit and listen while he unfolded the latest strategy, or cajoled me into going 

door to door with propaganda. 

As the years passed and times grew more difficult and business turned bad
10

, he became 

discouraged. Then he sometimes gambled unwisely and drank a little more. Later as his 

health and vigour departed and self-sufficiency and self-confidence deserted him, he turned 

to religion more. There came a time when he would readily talk about his Christian faith 

which he would not so easily have done in his so called better days. 

As a child and as a youth he regularly attended the Wesleyan Chapel, and always had 

claimed at the very end of his life when pressed, that he was Christian and a Wesleyan. But 

anything like a humble and tender admission that he was dependent on Christ for his eternal 

salvation, which might have claimed is a thorough going Christian attitude, would have been 

extremely difficult for him during the greater part of his life. 

It will be appreciated that I have drawn very considerably on later impressions, as well as on 

what others have told me, for what is related in this chapter. In this, one of my mother’s 

sisters has been a great help. I refer to Mrs Joseph Robertshaw, my beloved aunt Louie
11

, 

who also lived in Newton Street
12

 and used to look after me most days in those early years, 

while mother looked after the fent stores. She was gentle, understanding, considerate and 

inclined to spoil one. All very pleasant for me. Thus I think of her as a second and very loving 

mother. And always, until she died at something getting on for ninety, I could go to her 

home as though it were my own. Her daughter, born about the time we left the town for a 

few years, seemed like another sister. Happy is the boy who has two homes so good and two 

mothers so sacrificial, and indeed as godly, as mine! 

But then, I had a third mother namely my sister. Evelyn
13

 would be eleven before I was 

three. And when six years or more divide one child of a family from another the relationship 

is not quite the normal brother and sister relationship. Hence when I was still at infant 

school she was already fifteen! Fifteen was a great age among children in those days, for 

fifteen year olds had been out to work for a year or more and were grown-ups in the eyes of 

little boys and girls still at school. 

Evelyn was most fond of her little brother, ever so caring and protective. She would come 

and tuck me up in bed at night. And when the wind blew about our home she would cuddle 

up to me and say: “It can’t hurt us in here, my love.  The wind’s out there howling in the 

cold. But we’re all snug inside. Go to sleep now, my little one. The wind is singing you right 

off to sleep. Such lovely sleep”. It was hypnotic! And by the time she had finished and left 

the room, I was asleep already. Such was my infancy. But what about school days? 

                                                           

10 The years of the Great Depression of the 1930s 

11 Born Louisa Mitchell in July 1877 at St Just in Penwith Cornwall 

12 Millom Cumberland 

13 Evelyn: 1902-1960.   Edward was born in May 1910 
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CHAPTER 2 

On the advice of the doctor who was then attending my sister we moved from the town to a 

bungalow high on the hill overlooking the River Duddon
14

. “It is essential that she has the 

best air,” he said, “take her away from the houses and the smoke and the fumes from the 

furnaces of the town. The green herbs of the countryside give out oxygen. This is what she 

needs to build up her lungs. Take her to the hills. Let her climb the fells and lie face down 

with her nose to the good turf and breathe deeply for ten minutes every fine day.” 

I must have been nearly three at the time
15

, so I do not clearly remember the removal of our 

goods. In fact, I believe I was kept carefully out of the way in my doting aunt Louie’s
16

 house 

for protection while the toing and froing went on. But I know nothing of the negotiations 

which secured us this place so eminently positioned with so superb a view. “It’s ours, all 

ours”, my mother declared,” now play in the lovely garden till I make some tea.”  Never 

before did I know a garden of our own, although I believe father had an allotment before I 

was born. This garden was heaven. So many things to see, to investigate, probe into, watch 

and ponder, and to do! 

The cottage
17

, to be sure was simple enough. Just one long, low pitched roof of blue slate 

from the quarries at Kirby, which we could clearly see across the estuary. Thick solid stone 

built walls, roughcast white on the outside, while great slate slabs made the floors. The 

gable-end abutted the main road which ran from Millom through Broughton to Barrow. 

About ten feet of this was our front door, with a parlour to the right and a living room facing 

south. Along the back wall a passage ran to serve the pantry and bedrooms. That was all, 

except that outside the backdoor was a dry closet and a big tool shed attached to the house. 

I hesitate to think what strange forgotten experience makes it impossible for me to recall 

those bedrooms when so much remains so fresh and vivid in my mind. Looking from the 

kitchen I see that long, long corridor clearly for a yard or two. The well known back door on 

the left led to the garden. But then the rest goes on vaguely, dwindling, misty, like the lower 

end of some whispy unsupported ghost. Wait! I do see a door now, I think, stopping off the 

end of that corridor. I think I dimly remember that room. It was sunlit, pleasant, with 

windows to see from, away into the distance across the estuary. Here was a very pleasant 

dressing table, with strange things upon it and a scenty smell. I mustn’t touch them. Yes, I 

remember a bottle of thin brown liquid, my father’s precious hair tonic. 

What of all those other rooms going off from that corridor, four, five, six of them? No, that is 

fancy. The corridor could not have been more than thirty feet. After all I was only seven 

when we left there. It would seem bigger to me than it really was. Perhaps there were two 

more bedrooms, perhaps only one. I never remember anyone coming to stay with us. How 

strange that I cannot remember ever going to bed in that place, to lying in bed or getting up, 

or whether I had a room of my own or shared it with others! Yes, something must have 

happened in that little house during the four years we lived in it, something that prevents 

the memories from being gathered back to consciousness. 

                                                           

14 This village is called The Hill and is on the A5903, north of Millom, Cumbria. 

15 c. 1912-1913 

16 Louisa Robertshaw née Mitchell, sister to Edward’s mother, Grace Oats Holme née Mitchell 

17 Cottage is still there today. I have photos of it. 
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 I have passed the place again and again from time to time. Once I even walked round it, 

ostensibly to get the breathtaking view from the hill top there. But I have never known who 

lived there since and never until last summer had I had the opportunity to set eyes on the 

occupant. Last summer we drove up Hawbank from Millom where we had visited our few 

remaining relatives and paused at the top so that I could take a more careful peep at the 

layout of the building before passing on. But two or three members of the household were 

at the front door and saw us. They were understandably concerned that strangers were 

apparently taking such unwarranted interest in them and their home. I wouldn’t like them to 

be alarmed, as they might be in a day when awful things too frequently happen. So I got out 

of the car just to apologize and explain. 

“We haven’t lived here very long,” they replied in friendly manner, “and we’ve made many 

alterations and improvements since we came. Come and have a look,” they added proudly. 

So I was privileged to go in after fifty three years. I could describe the place minutely, as I 

knew it. Which was as they found it, it seems. I could see the alterations they had made and 

I approved of them. But when I came to the corridor I would not go down to the bedrooms 

from a sense of decency. So I came away from the place still not knowing what that part of 

the cottage was like. 

A lane led off from the main road past our front door and turned left round the end of the 

garden to dive steeply down, narrow and cobbly to the village centre below. It was 

delightful, gently sloping, giving excellent views of Millom with its several streets and St. 

George’s Church spire and the upper part of the town called Holborn Hill. Then to the left 

the ironworks jutting towards the river and beyond the mines, the open sea, the pale blue 

and shimmering Irish Sea stretching mysteriously to the curved horizon. But turn and look 

across the main road and see over the high dry stone wall to the woods, dark and intriguing 

beyond the intervening fields. Then walk out to the end of the house and turn north to view 

the hills so craggy and challenging or stroll to the other end of the house and let your eyes 

feast again on the vast panorama of meadows reaching down to the river estuary a mile or 

more away and the further land across three mile of water, that widened down past the 

town to the sea. 

What wealth, what things to explore and places to go, what lanes to stroll. Often in the next 

few years holding onto my mother’s or father’s hand I was able to respond to all these calls 

and to drink in the beauty of these wonderful surroundings
18

. 

On Saturdays we usually went down to Millom so that mother could take over the shop for 

the day and I was parked with my aunt Louie. I might be put down to sleep after lunch but 

for the rest of the time I played so hard, about the house and with the children in the street, 

that by eight at night I was ready to drop where I stood. Then father and mother would 

arrive from business to pick me up and off we’d go with me on mother’s knee, safely tucked 

up into the sidecar. 

                                                           

18 Dad always said what wonderful nature walks he went on with his mother. As a result her son always had a lasting fascination and knowledge 

of the natural world which he passed onto me and I in turn have passed onto my sons. She taught him too which plants were edible e.g. 

hawthorn leaves (called bread and cheese) and sorrel leaves. 
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One Saturday for some unknown reason Aunt Louie brought down a pile of bed clothes and 

began to lay them out in business-like fashion on the settee, just before time for me to be 

taken home. I thought how wonderful it was that I was to go to bed there instead of being 

whisked out into the cold night air. Thus I watched every move with growing pleasure. “Is ta 

makkin’ it nice and warm?”  I enquired, yawning and rubbing my sleepy eyes. “Yes, I am that 

my dear,” she said as she went from the room for more bedding. How kind of her, I thought, 

to make a nice bed for me. Then back she came with her baby
19

 in her arms and tucked the 

silly helpless thing up on the place she’d prepared. I was hurt. It was a bitter disappointment 

to find that I had been supplanted. This was my first confrontation with the fact that I had 

competition. Before that I had only been asked to say that the new baby was nice, which 

wasn’t difficult, for it didn’t seem to matter. So out into the cold night I was dragged after all 

and the away we spun through the darkness to our little country home. 

I must have been rather older when for some reason we had to walk all the way home one 

Saturday night. It could have been because by that time father was occupied with the war 

effort
20

. We were carrying baskets, bags and parcels with our supplies for the week. It was a 

tiresome journey. But we marched along bravely and sang as we went. The last long drag up 

that endless Hawbank Hill. It was when we were half way up, just past the little group of 

houses where my friend Eddie Holmes lived that one of the bags burst. It was a bag full of 

big round bread buns which we call teacakes in Cumberland. They were just made for rolling 

and proved it. I thought they would never stop. Somehow they looked so funny in the 

moonlight, that exhausted as we were, we rolled with laughter, leaning on the wall by the 

side of the road. Then I said, “But them’s nay good, moodther,” I said reproachfully, as the 

merriment died away. For all our weariness we went back down along the trail and gathered 

them up. 

Father would not neglect to spend time with us when he could. It was a great pleasure to 

have his attention on such occasions. He sometimes pulled my leg and told me stories as 

how they used to catch pheasants by sprinkling pepper on a stone in the field so that when 

the pheasants came looking for food, they would sneeze and dash their brains out on the 

stone! Due to another of his unlikely stories, for some years I carried a pinch of salt in my 

pocket, hoping to catch a weasel by sprinkling it on that animal’s tail. There was only one 

other I remember, beside my father, to entertain me like that; for a year or more he used to 

come every week or so. He was a nice old man who let me sit on his knee and listen to his 

watch. Then he’d sing some song from the previous century like “From Wibbleton to 

Wobbleton is fifteen miles
21

” or tell me about the “House that Jack built”.  But this man, his 

                                                           

19 The baby was her only child.  Her name was Gracie Robertshaw. We were great friends. She died in April 2000 aged 88 years in Haverigg near 

Millom. 

20 1914-1918 World War 1 

21 I’ve found this poem  and the actions to go with it as follows: 

Wibbleton to Wobbleton 
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name Mr Newby
22

, old as he was and very deaf, proved a real comfort to us when the war 

seemed to take my father further and further away from us. It was not that father was 

overseas or even in the forces. When the nineteen fourteen war came upon us, he was one 

of the first to volunteer. But by this time his varicose veins made acceptance impossible. 

Nothing daunted, and despite responsibility for three shops, and with less help than ever, in 

addition to his duty as Special Constable and his turn as an ambulance man at Special 

functions, he went off to work at Barrow shipyards
23

. Here he took various jobs according to 

his capacity. Even as a labourer, handling great sheets of rough steel plating while riveters 

fixed them in place. But his legs grew worse with this heavy labour and he was made 

gatekeeper at the works. One day he was trampled down by a crowd of home-going 

workers, men and women, as they rushed through the gates. He nevertheless continued as 

gatekeeper and ambulance man to the end of the war and at weekends stayed up through 

the night to keep his business accounts straight. 

I don’t know how hard all this must have been on my mother, having three children, three 

shops and a husband to care for. How can home and business be held together year after 

year in such conditions? Nor do I know who served in the shops when my parents were not 

there. I do know there was a shop assistant and that for some time we had help in the home 

and that the fent stores closed down eventually. The first home help I remember was a 

plain, plump young woman called Clara, who was very nice to me. But then a very old lady 

came to work for us, just one or two days. I remember the first day she came and mother 

prepared a lovely dinner while the old lady did the washing. Promptly at twelve we sat down 

about the big kitchen table. The old lady at the far end, I remember, and I sat on one side. 

But no sooner was the well filled plate put before her than an eight inch plaque of plaster 

fell from the ceiling, perfectly aimed and covered her dinner completely. The plate was 

whipped away, of course, and another filled to take its place.  I recall the feeling of regret 

which passed my stomach that I was not allowed to save from it what I could. Since our 

home was well away from any house with children, my life was the lonelier. But I scarcely 

felt it. I had a reliable friend I could talk to any time I liked, just outside our front door. It was 

about the size of a rather large dog but never barked.  It was blue grey, rounded and slug like 

and was on the left as we entered the door. It was a boulder-like, slate protuberance which 

                                                                                                                                                                      

From Wibbleton to Wobbleton, 

It's 15 miles. 

From Wobbleton to Wibbleton, 

It's 15 miles. 

From Wibbleton to Wobbleton, 

From Wobbleton to Wibbleton, 

From Wibbleton to Wobbleton, 

It's 15 miles. 

Instructions: 

Sitting on the floor with legs crossed, bounce child on your knee to a steady beat.  Change knees when you say Wibbleton to Wobbleton and vice 

versa. Obviously the old man in my father’s account was unlikely to sit cross legged on the floor!! 

22 This man could be a William Newby who also lived at the Hill Millom. He was an iron miner and was lodging with an Ezekiel Dawson in 1901. 

(RG13; Piece: 4899; Folio: 66; Page: 17). He was born c. 1861 in Coniston and so by my father’s early childhood he would have been in his mid 

50’s. 

23  Famous for building submarines and warships 
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lay emerging from the ground for all the world like the great Black Coombe
24

 itself. If a 

boulder it was, it certainly seemed immovable. Nobody knew how big it really was. Like an 

iceberg, perhaps having nine-tenths of its bulk below the surface. Imagination played about 

it. Was it perhaps the peak of a great thousand foot crag, the giant bedrock on which our 

little home was built? Just as our vague intimations of immortality may be real glimpses of 

the great God Eternal? Yet this stone is one of the few things I missed when I visited that 

cottage last year. It really was gone! None could tell me when or where. Someone had dug it 

up.  It was not the apex of a thousand foot crag after all. How disappointing... But wait. The 

protruding part could have been hammered or blasted off, couldn’t it?   Whatever was the 

truth that stone had been very useful for scraping shoes on. Many a dirty boot had its mud 

deposited there before passing into the house. The next shower of rain, rarely long awaited 

in Cumberland, would wash it clean again and when the sun came out I would sit beside my 

friend, the boulder, and play with the rainwater which lay in its hollows, float matchsticks in 

them, swim unfortunate ants in them or use the water to make tiny mud pies. 

Of course the garden outside our back door had a great deal of interest for me too, 

especially when my brother with my father’s help built rabbit hutches and peopled them 

with beautiful, long-eared fluffballs. Well, they were beautiful to me, anyway. In truth they 

were most of them wild ones, brought in by men who caught them in nets when they had 

flushed them out of their warrens with ferrets. But the method they used was something I 

was to wait another ten years to learn about. Perhaps it was this wild streak in them which 

prompted the little darlings to plot their departure, very much as prisoners of war have 

planned their escape by tunneling to freedom. For one dull morning when Dan, my brother, 

went out to give them their bran and lettuces, most of them had gone. Two of the three 

hutches were empty. For some little time it was all mystery. Their mode of departure was all 

mystery. Their departure was a downright puzzle. The hutches, which were built of wood, 

had been fixed directly to the very solid garden wall. But the clever little rabbits had sought 

and found a weak spot in the masonry, had secretly excavated it, and eventually escaped to 

the road. No doubt they enjoyed the great outdoors much better than the luxury of bran 

and lettuce and human ministrations. But when we got a good firm back built on the 

hutches we repopulated them. Aren’t humans unfeeling!  

My father generously allotted me a small square of garden to keep, but of course I did very 

little with it. I did plant an onion in it, I remember. But I pulled it up every day to see if it was 

growing. “Let’s hev a leeuk,” said one of the villagers in the local dialect, “that dangt thing’s 

deead, tha knaws!”  As time passed we got to know our neighbours better. There was only 

one dwelling really near us, and there lived Mr and Mrs Pearson.
25

 It was Mrs Pearson I knew 

best. She was a dear lady of perhaps fifty or so, with good features, fresh complexion, 

friendly, kindly welcoming. I liked running round her garden. She had some wonderful 

gooseberry bushes such as bear those incredibly large, sweet, yellow berries. She would 

occasionally give me one in season. But when she was out one day, I helped myself! The 

bushes were laden with fruit and I just ate and ate. As a result I had a very severe upset 

tummy. I recovered but almost died. As you entered Mrs Pearson’s front door, there was a 

stand where you could put your hat and coat and umbrella. On that stand was a school boy’s 

                                                           

24 Black Coombe is a mountain behind Millom.  Height 600 metres/1970 feet Grid Reference SD 13551 85490. 

 

25 Possibly Robert Pearson and Mary his wife.   Robert had grown up in the village all his life. He was an iron miner. They were living at Dashat 

Gate, the Hill, Millom (information from 1901Census RG13; Piece: 4899; Folio: 68; Page: 21).  
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cap and satchel. I often wondered why I never saw him and what time he left school. I was a 

good deal older before I made the bewildering discovery that David
26

, her only child, had 

been dead a dozen years when I first set eyes on that cap,  poor, dear Mrs Pearson.  

There was a high stool which once stood in father’s shop and now became one of my 

fondest play things. It was easy to spend much of the morning turning it this way and that. 

But chiefly it served two purposes in my young life both in the upside-downside position. 

First I sat in it and my imagination gave it wheels and levers and I drove it all over the 

countryside and back again, then took my mother down to Millom and brought her home 

together with my aunt Louie. But second when I stood in it, and it became a pulpit and I 

preached solemnly and eloquently, and prayed and sang a little hymn. “That is prophetic”, 

said my mother at the time, “he will grow up to be a preacher
27

”. She never took the other 

use to mean that I would grow up to be a taxi driver! 

One half day closing my father thought good to take me two or three miles to Green Road
28

, 

the next village along the road. There we visited a blacksmith’s shop and commissioned him 

to make an excellent iron hoop, which we called a “booley”, and a crook to guide it with. 

What a breathtaking experience that was! The hoop was rather big for me but that was to 

allow for my growing, no doubt, and make me run almost too fast. So that inevitably, sooner 

or later, I would fall full length and graze my knees. “That’s the way to larn”, remarked our 

neighbour, sagely. I had already picked up a good deal of the local dialect myself and came 

in after an exhilarating foray with the trundling hoop one day to announce, “I went reet 

roont’ corb, moodther, full of biff!” I’ve heard my mother say that when she was a little girl 

she fell so often when running, her father
29

, a shoemaker, threatened to make her a pair of 

leather kneecaps, a prospect which she contemplated with profound horror and so took 

more care. 

The field opposite our home proved an attractive playground for us children now and again. 

Sometimes many other children from the village used to join us there. It was always a 

moment of chagrin for me when that time came for me to be hauled away and packed off to 

bed before the others had gone home. I vividly remember on one occasion when Evelyn was 

sent out to do the hauling and did it too liberally. “Oops tha comes, me lad!” she urged, 

giving a huge heave on my left arm. My fearsome yell made everyone turn. But Evelyn knew 

my various subterfuges and refused to be convinced that I was hurt, till she saw my face 

drain. It transpired that she had dislocated my shoulder!  The only other calamity to 

overtake me, so far as I remember, was shortly after I’d started school. My best friend and 

dearly loved classmate, Eddie Holmes, a bright fair haired boy of my own age and nearly my 

own name, started school on the very same day as I did. He suggested one day that we 

should entertain ourselves by having a stone-throwing match. The drill was to get well down 

into the long grass under the stonewall which edged the road, and about thirteen feet apart, 

and throw stones at each other which lay in the gutter. There was an abundant supply of 

                                                           

26 Could this be David Myers Pearson born in the March Quarter 1902 ? (Bootle District BMD 10b page 737) 

27 Edward Holme became a preacher ending up training for the Methodist Ministry in the 1930’s 

28 Note. The 1901 Census (reference RG13/4899) gives Robert Wynn as the blacksmith living at Green Lane. The shop was close to the railway 

station, the vicarage and a shoemaker. 

29 Her father was the Cornishman James Mitchell. He migrated with his family to Millom in the 1890’s where he continued his trade. I have 

written his family history. 
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stones. But he proved better at throwing than I, and soon scored a bull. The resulting scar I 

carry in my scalp to this day. When the stone hit my head, my enthusiasm for the game was 

such that I scarcely noticed it. However, when blood came running down my face and over 

my clothes and hands I began to feel disturbed. It was when the truth dawned that blood 

actually ran from my head that stark terror struck. Somehow the idea had found firm 

lodgment in me that a head wound must surely be fatal. I consequently dropped the stones 

and hastily fled the two hundred yards to my home, so that I could see my mother before 

my inevitable decease.  

I think it was Mrs Pearson who heard my wild screams as I ran, and taking it to be a serious 

matter, stopped the district nurse who fortunately was passing the house. “Tha’ll nut dee, 

tha knaws,” she said, half guessing the cause of the mental anguish. I hesitated in the 

business of howling and sobbing. My eyes were open wide. “But it’s my heed!” I persisted, 

“it’s blood”.  “Well, it’s better noo, “she replied brightly, “Tha’ll soon be ahl reet.” What a 

comfort she was to a poor scared boy. What a miracle she had worked. 

Another experience, not a calamity to be sure, but highly traumatic, occurred when Dan 

said, “Is ta coomin’ Eddie, me lad? I’ve a chicken to get for tomorrow’s dinner”. I’d no idea 

what getting a chicken for dinner involved and it as it turned out, neither did he! Like a big 

brother he helped me over the wall - after all, anybody can find his way through a gate!  And 

there we were in the hen run. He apparently knew which chicken to take. Having carefully 

identified the hapless bird, he drew out his huge pocket knife and opened the blade. Then 

he stalked the thing, with difficulty, caught it at last, and after prolonged labour succeeded 

in hacking its poor little head off! By that time he calculated that the wretched creature 

should be thoroughly dead. So did I. But we were dreadfully wrong. To my horror and his, it 

kicked and flapped its wings- just once. The shock was so great that he let go and threw up 

his hands. The bird fell to the ground and next moment it had picked itself up, of all things 

and was running hard! I stood pressed aghast against the wall. My brother sat on the ground 

transfixed. We were both stunned at the incredible sight of the headless chicken, its neck 

flop-flopping this way and that with irresponsible abandon, running around the large 

enclosure for what seemed to my scared brain like a full fifteen minutes! Looking back I 

suppose it could have been no more than fifteen seconds till the benighted bird grew weak 

slowed down, bethought itself, if that is possible without the accepted cerebral attachment, 

and then finally dropped and truly died. So next day we did after all have chicken for dinner. 

A far less harrowing but sad experience comes to mind. I saw in the late afternoon a most 

beautiful rainbow, brilliant, high and complete. It looked so real, so palpable and the colours 

were so deep that the desire to go and investigate it was irresistible. The two ends were 

visibly touching the meadow in the valley below. I knew the way there and ran, through the 

fields and lanes and over the stiles. I thought that the rainbow was most cruel to run away 

from me, as it did. I only wanted to touch and admire the beautiful creature and perhaps 

find out what it was made of.  I only gave up when it bent itself down into the water of the 

estuary. Long before I made my sad and weary way home it had completely gone. 

I had a little bucket with which I played in the garden and one day worked very hard most of 

the morning and filled it brimful with garden worms. Very beautiful, I thought they were. I 

was sure they talked to me in their squirming impotence. Proud and happy and with a sense 

of achievement I came in the house with my bucket of deliciously wriggling creatures to 

show my mother, and said, “Oh, moodther! Waddn’t  thoo leyk to hev these lovely worms 
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aal ower thi kitchen floor?” I was dumbfounded with disappointment as I was 

unceremoniously hustled out with my livestock into the garden again. 

Often when my mother was about to wash the kitchen floor, however, I was given a piece of 

chalk and allowed to draw all over the great slate slabs, a great joy, especially as paper was 

in short supply during the war
30

. Needless to say I made good use of the privilege. Noticing 

as she scrubbed the floor she washed a few inches over what she had already done. I 

wondered in my childish way whether this was not a great waste of labour. “If I don’t do 

that”, she explained, “lines will coom”. I was still more puzzled, thought it over for a few 

minutes and then asked, “But how will the lions know moodther?” This led to a fruitless and 

utterly frustrating discussion for both of us, neither knowing for the next dozen years just 

what the other was talking about. 

I often watched mother on baking days. She baked all her own bread, as did many people in 

those days. There was always the usual meat pie, large fruit tart of some kind and a cake or 

two. All of which were highly rated by my father, who no doubt, in view of his size, ought to 

have left them severely alone. When the bread came out of the oven, she would wipe the 

crusty tops with lard to make them shine. But I had a fascinating share in the baking myself, 

for I was regularly given a little piece of dough which I would use like plasticine to make into 

various shapes, especially human, and thus indulge my cannibalistic tendencies, I suppose, 

when they came from the oven. 

On Sunday, if father was not at the shipyard, we went to the little chapel nearly a mile away. 

There would be between ten and twenty people there and a preacher came out from Millom 

or perhaps even from the neighbouring circuit of Barrow in Furness, twenty five miles away. 

The congregation was greatly puzzled one Sunday to find that the preacher at various points 

in the service would hesitate, put his hand to his mouth and wipe a smile off, or even giggle. 

This was not the conduct expected of a man in that exalted position. None but he knows the 

full story, but apparently I was the cause of his strange behaviour. At the moment that I was 

discovered, I had innocently put my little cap on my head upside down, with the result that 

it was ripped away from me and I was quietly scolded.  

After Sunday dinner was the hour of family music. We all crowded into the very small 

parlour, over-furnished, and with a piano, there wasn’t really room for all of us. There were 

two easy chairs, another chair, a tallboy, a corner cupboard, and an occasional table. But we 

all managed to find a place somewhere. Then mother would open “Sacred Songs and 

Solos
31

” and we’d all have our favourite hymns and sing them together. Mother played the 

piano as she sang. Her voice was not strong nor of solo quality, but was medium pitched and 

tuneful. Father’s singing, however, always thrilled me. It was strong deep and resonant. 

After this session, Dan and Evelyn might go out for a walk or read a book or write or draw 

something and father would entertain me for a while. He loved to teach. He longed to teach 

me all he knew and to set his promising offspring in the way of seeking more.  He took me 

                                                           

30 World War I 

31 'Sacred Songs and Solos' by Ira D Sankey, London, ca. 1880. This is the most important collection of English-language hymns used during the 

Revival of 1904-05. Ira D Sankey was a well-known singer in Revival meetings at the end of the nineteenth century and this volume is a 

compilation of old and new hymns together, which became the foundation for many hymns that appeared during the Revival of 1904-05. 
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through the great Natural History volumes, describing the fauna and flora of the great big 

world. He told me what he could about the mining industry of our region. I loved him to 

bring out his big boots and place them together on his feet. For then he would tie a small 

weight of some kind to either end of a piece of string, winding the middle round a pencil. 

These weights were then hung over the big boots which represented mine shafts. As he 

carefully turned the pencil, one weight would descend into the boot and the other would 

come upwards. Thus he illustrated most graphically how the cages operated in the double 

shafts of the Hodbarrow mines. “It’s going down with a load of iron ore, Eddie,” he would 

say, or, “see it’s bringing up the men at the end of their shift.”  

He was not a miner, of course, and had never been down a mine but once, though many of 

his male friends and most of our male relatives
32

 were miners. Almost everybody must have 

has a rough, general idea of how mines worked. His explanations pleased me the more 

because, like so many children, I possessed an insatiable desire to know how things worked, 

from a paper clip to the human brain. My first clockwork toy suffered from this desire. It was 

a beautiful steamroller, but its wartime quality could not stand up to my clumsy 

investigations and was soon destroyed. 

Mother used to take me on wonderful walks through lanes and woods. The lane I loved best 

went off from the main road only a hundred yards or so from the house. This was opposite 

the school and was known as School Ellis
33

. One of the first things I persisted in saying 

whenever we set out for a walk that way was “My Kool Ellis”, with the stress on “my”. Our 

favourite woods were known as Ghyll Scuar, which was spelt in a variety of ways. These 

woods were visible from where we lived. Mother would take me through them and point 

out the flowers and trees and exult in their loveliness, being determined to instill in me an 

acute sense of the wonder of nature. We would stop to observe a frog in the grass, a 

beautiful insect, a bird or a plant, or a fish idling in the stream. We’d stand silently and hear 

the sounds of the countryside or creep up to quietly to watch the rabbits at play. We’d stalk 

a pheasant or be startled by a partridge as they gathered energy for their take off. But I 

learned a number of simple things in those early days at the Hill, Millom. For instance that I 

had only four spaces between five toes – a mathematical axiom which stood me in good 

stead in later school days. Also that two nostrils meant that I had four internal areas worth 

picking. Later that the kidneys that mother occasionally served for dinner were not testicles 

at all, though I entertained the idea for quite some time.   

Mother had been trained as a milliner, but applied herself with skill and energy to all 

business matters which came her way. She was a deeply religious woman, in her own quiet 

and reserved way. All things beautiful she related to the love and care of the Heavenly 

father. What better help could a boy have with which to penetrate the world of adult 

responsibility than I received from this intelligent, sanely introspective woman?  As I grew up 

I gradually discovered to my amazement that she had some weaknesses. I found that she 

was more than a little afraid of thunderstorms, though she took much care to hide it from 

me lest I pick up the same fear. Knowing that God’s providence was all about us, she 

believed she should not be afraid. On a stormy night we would sit together at the window 

                                                           

32 Edward’s grandfather Daniel Holme was for a time an iron miner from about 1875-1891. On his grandmother’s side (Jones) there were many 

generations of coal miners etc. 

33 Still called School Ellis today. (School Ellis, The Hill, Millom Cumbria. LA18 5JW.)  
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and watch the wonderful, flickering spectacle among the mountains or above the estuary or 

out at sea. How did she hide her nervousness so long, I wonder? I discovered too, that she 

had a bad heart. At an early age I was taught where to find the smelling salts and sal 

volatile
34

 that were so fashionable at that time. Of course, I did not know what they were 

for, only that mother needed them from time to time when she didn’t feel so good. She had 

difficulty taking a journey by coach or by train and only overcame this trouble during the 

later years of her life. Neither could she go to services in the Wesleyan Chapel, because the 

massive vibrations of the big pipe organ upset her stomach. She confessed in later years that 

as a girl she had a secret dread of going to heaven. She’d heard that Christians all had to 

wear crowns in heaven and with the headaches she frequently suffered, felt that she could 

never endure it. Perhaps the harps would have been somewhat compensatory since she was 

very fond of music
35

. It should not be thought, however, that my mother must be something 

of a weakling or spoil sport. She was reserved, yes, but not stuffy. She possessed a great 

sense of humour, and like her own father, who took “Tit-bits
36

” regularly, she loved a joke, if 

it wasn’t too rough.  

I remember her telling, strictly within the confines of her family, of course, the tale of the 

man whose clothes were carried away by the tide while he was swimming. It was a lonely 

beach, as the story goes, and seeing no one about, he stripped off and went in naked. The 

tide rose and all he could find on returning to shore was his bowler hat which was floating 

gently away with his collar stud in it. He could do little with the collar stud, so having 

nowhere to put it, threw it away. He could use the bowler hat, however and having no 

alternative, he set off walking up the country road to his boarding house hoping he wouldn’t 

meet anybody. His luck was out, for two carefree maidens suddenly appeared round the 

bend and he had no alternative but to cover himself with the bowler as best he could. As 

they strolled past him, gazing rudely and giggling intemperately he reproached them 

miserably: “If you were ladies, you wouldn’t look”. To which one of them replied: “If you 

were a gentleman you’d raise your hat”. 

Of course, I was not always confined to the company of mother and father. As I grew older I 

would sally forth on my own account too and at times try to keep up with my brother
37

. Dan 

was by nature a peaceable chap. But I remember him going about with the village gang, 

while I looked on at their ungainly pranks, half envious, half afraid. Their games of a winter’s 

night were the usual harmless but desperately annoying type. You know - knock on 

someone’s door and run away.  Sometimes they were a little more sophisticated, when a 

                                                           

34 Ammonium carbonate. The commercial salt was formerly known as sal volatile or salt of hartshorn. Ammonium carbonate is used when 

crushed as a smelling salt. It can be crushed when needed in order to revive someone that has fainted. It is also known as "baker's ammonia" and 

was a forerunner to the more modern leavening agents baking soda and baking powder. 

35 Her mother and father’s family, the Mitchells, were very musical. 

36 Tit-Bits was a British weekly magazine founded by George Newnes in 1881.The magazine was a mass circulation commercial publication with 

the emphasis on human interest stories concentrating on drama and sensation. Short stories and full length fiction was also incorporated, 

including works by authors such as H. Rider Haggard and Isaac Asimov. 

37 His brother Dan was about seven years older than Edward. Born in 1903. 
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bent pin would be pressed into a window frame and a thread passed over into which a 

heavy button was attached. One could stand several yards away under cover of a gate or 

post or tree, pull the thread and cause the button to tap, tap against the glass, quite 

exasperating! Time and time again we watched Mrs Gleaves come out and stare into the 

night bewildered. Then Mr Gleaves took over and began shouting at the black emptiness. 

Whenever they appeared, of course, the tapping ceased and the whole business was quite 

beyond their comprehension or perhaps not. At last, realising that they were being taken for 

a ride, he flung dire threats at the unseen enemy. But that whole operation turned to a 

frightened stampede when he came out with his gun and fired a couple of shots into the sky.  

All this was evidently reported to Mr Palmer, the village policeman and a few days later 

when he passed my brother and I in the road he stopped us. Tapping the ground 

meditatively with his heavy walking stick, he raised his bushy brows at us and said to my 

brother, “Is thoo gahn on with tha tpin-and –button wark? That Park lad telt me thoo was 

yan… Ay, I’ll lay me stick aboot tha!”.  “Yan” was the regular Cumberland equivalent of 

“one”. Mr Palmer was, I believe, a Westmoreland man, but the same word is used there. 

“Thoo”, “tha” and “thee”, of course, all meant “you”. The Cumberland dialect that I knew 

was almost a language on its own. Although this is not the place to deal exhaustively with 

the subject, I might be permitted to say that a very high proportion of the words used were 

almost pure Scandinavian. In my young days the dialect speech was widely used in all the 

villages, although its special vocabulary was even stronger in the upper valleys of the fells. 

There were, in fact, three distinct areas of dialect in the county, which accounts for some 

variation met with. Ours had a touch of both Westmoreland and Lancashire in it, but was 

still very broad and not easy even for the local townspeople
38

 to follow. For instance, a 

common description of rubbish might be, “Bayans, an’ stayans an’ had yak tree ree’uts”. 

That is “bones and stones and old oak tree roots.” The enquiry, “Are you well?” became “ 

Ista geyley?”  “Little” was “lahl” and “steep” was “brant”. “Awkward” or “foolish” was 

“gawky” or “feckless” “Friend was “marrer”, “conversation” was “crack”, “going” was 

“gahn”, and “stay where you are” became simply “bide”. “dare not” was “dussent”, “may 

not” was “munt”, while “playing” became “lay’akan”. 

“Living” or “active” reads “wick”, which reminds one of the early English quick” as in the 

“quick and the dead”. Even a word like”addictive” becomes in the dialect “smittal”. Much of 

it seems gibberish to many, but when I hear it being spoken, even today, it sounds like 

music. For instance, take A.C. Gibson’s poem
39

, “Billy Watson’ Lonning”. It goes: 

 O for Billy Watson’ lonnin’ of a lowned summer neeght! 

When t’stars come few an flaytley, efter weerin’ oot day-leet. 

When t’blac –kite blossom shews issel’  i’ hafe-seen gliffs o’ grey, 

An’t’ honeysuckle’s scentit mair nor iver it is i’t’day. 

                                                           

38 Note many townspeople had migrated from other parts of the country e.g. part of our family along with many others were Cornish. 

39 Gibson may have connections with the town of Harrington near Workington Cumbria. Further research required. Warriner’s book (see 

footnote below) gives him his full name of Alexander Craig Gibson 1813-1874. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography describes him as a 

Folklorist. I understand he has connections with Coniston. 
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An’ nut a shadow, shap, or soond, or seeght, or sign ‘at tells 

‘At owt ‘at’s wick comes santerin’ theeer but you, ye roan two sel’s. 

Ther’ cannot be anudder spot so private an’ so sweet, 

As Billy Watson’ lonnin’ of a loownd summer neeght. 

 

But there I mustn’t bore you beyond endurance. For myself, I believe I adopted the dialect 

speedily from the moment we arrived in the village and perfected the remaining niceties in 

the first few weeks at school. I must have largely forgotten it in the years which followed 

and had to learn it all over again in middle age when the pure strong form had become 

difficult to find.  In this I was greatly assisted by the many verses in dialect left by a spate of 

minor Lakeland poets of the nineteenth century. One of the best little collections was 

compiled by Mr. Frank Warriner
40

, a young man when I was, and who went to the same 

school. 

One of the highlights of the countryman’s year in that region was the annual fair known as 

“Green Show”. It was held in the village of Green Road already referred to. Looking back I 

can only suppose that it would be the annual hiring fair. That is, it was basically the meeting 

place of farmers and domestic employers on one hand and farm workers and domestic 

servants on the other. They met each other in the hope of striking a bargain which would be 

mutually beneficial, the employers securing the best available workers for their money and 

the workers getting the best available reward for their services. Actual wages were 

pathetically small but much could be received in kind, especially in terms of board and 

lodgings, the hiring being three, six or twelve months at a time. It was evidently thought a 

great waste to meet like this for business purposes alone. With so few opportunities for 

social contacts it was silly to go home again without making the most of the occasion. So 

stalls were erected and produce put on sale. Teas and drinks were laid on. Games and 

competitions of many kinds were organised and prize animals were put on show. There 

might be a boxing match. There would certainly be wrestling, of that strange Cumberland 

and Westmoreland type where arms are slung about each other and hands clasped behind 

the opponent’s back. The bout is won by the one who can break the other’s grip or cause 

him to touch the ground with anything but his feet. Very fine wrestling was to be seen and 

some very fine specimens of manhood took part. Many of the regular winners were men of 

exceptional size and stupendous muscular power. But quite often a man of somewhat slight 

build but agile (“lish” was the local word) might throw a very capable giant. 

There would be the inevitable hound trail. For this an artificial spoor of aniseed was carefully 

laid by trailing an impregnated sack over the hills and dales, over stone walls and through 

woods and back again to the place of departure. At a given time the small greyhound type of 

dog, known as a whippet, was let loose and bets were laid on which would come home first, 

second and third. There would also be horse racing and jumping. Then there were such 

                                                           

40 I have in my possession my father’s copy of “A Cumberland Dialect Reciter” by Warriner that he had at Hartley College, published by Folk Press 

Ltd. It contains another poem by Gibson that was my father’s favourite titled “Keaty Curbison’s Cat”. I can remember him reciting this poem to 

me and in public. 
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things as strength machines and a Punch and Judy show, the whole being rounded off with 

copious drinks in the local pub. A great occasion was the annual Green Show!  

During the war, that saw the destruction of so many of our finest men, the Green Show was 

more difficult to sustain. As that terrible war dragged on, more and more of our men died in 

appalling conditions at the front, especially in France and Holland, Belgium and Germany. 

Meanwhile rationing became stricter at home and it grew more and more difficult to keep 

anything going. Our two remaining businesses suffered, although while prices soared, our 

ample stocks showed a bigger margin of profit. How to maintain a business at all was a big 

problem. It is pretty certain that father in his patriotism tried to do too much. Mother in her 

loyal support of him overworked herself and worried herself more than people knew. Their 

burdens were enhanced by their living away from the town where their business premises 

were. Dan was coming up to fourteen years and having refused to go on to Secondary 

School- which was now called a High School- for the simple reason that he thought the 

people who went there were snobs. As a result he had to leave the Lapstone Road Boy’s 

School and take a job. Evelyn had now grown a little stronger and though still unable to take 

a post, could probably do well enough in town.  So back to Millom we went. At this time I 

was seven. For four glorious years we had enjoyed our country home as well as 

circumstances would allow and now the time had come to turn our back on it. Goodbye 

garden. Goodbye my friendly boulder by the front door. Goodbye splendid view across the 

valleys, hills and sea. Goodbye fields and woods and lanes and crags.  Or was it au revoir, 

and see you soon and yet again? 
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CHAPTER 3 

Where should we live in Millom town? That must have been a question occupying my 

parents day and night, all unknown to me, for a very long time. It is clear that at last they 

had worked out a formula. Our two remaining shops were after all adjacent to each other. 

One was 38 Queen’s Street and the other in Lord Street. But 38 Queen Street was on the 

corner of Lord Street so that the two were intercommunicating. The two rooms which lay 

between the shops were being used as an office and a store. There were four rooms 

upstairs, but only one of these was used regularly for business purposes, being furnished 

with racks for pawnbroker’s parcels from floor to ceiling. What debris and rubbish lay in the 

remaining rooms could soon be cleared. Then the ground floor could provide shops, office 

and living room, with kitchen sink in a corner of the back shop. Three of the four upstairs 

rooms would offer bedrooms, the big front one serving as a lounge also. After all, this was 

the war, wasn’t it! 

Evelyn would have better medical attention in town. Father and Dan could more easily get 

the morning train to Barrow and be home much quicker at night. Mother could care for the 

two shops at a pinch without too much strain, and I might have a better school than the 

small village could offer, yes, and we could be nearer our relatives in case of need. So we 

tried to argue that the move possessed every advantage. 

Since mother’s parents were in their seventies, there was no doubt that they would be 

comforted to find us at hand. Indeed during the years that followed it proved to be so. There 

were times when both mother and father were more than occupied outside business hours 

sitting up with one relative or another.  

For me, a new interest was provided by the unfamiliar experience of living on business 

premises. I explored the shops pretty thoroughly and was slowly initiated into some of the 

secrets of the two trades. I remember the secret little platform beneath the mat just inside 

the front door, which operated a switch to ring a bell through the house whenever someone 

stepped over the threshold. Also there was the secret bell push just below the rear edge of 

the counter which father would press if he needed help. “If that bell rings”, he would warn 

me, “don’t come into the shop. Just quietly let yourself out of the side door and fetch the 

nearest policeman”.  That of course was in the days when a policeman could be found! On 

more than one occasion I had to do this. One other artful trick my father had was in the form 

of a coin which lay invitingly on the back shop counter. It was always instructive to observe a 

newcomer eying this tempting item. The honest would draw attention to it and suggest that 

it should be removed. The less scrupulous would take the opportunity to pocket it while no 

one was looking, only to find that it was secured to the counter and could not be moved. In 

the early days we had an assistant at the main shop. I remember the speaking tube by which 

one could communicate between the back shop and the upstairs storeroom. One blew a 

whistle against the tube then spoke and listened through it. Quite effective and very 

progressive it was thought at the time. 

Our new abode was directly opposite the Wesleyan Chapel. There I went to service twice on 

Sundays and to Sunday school on Sunday afternoons. But for day school I attended Lapstone 

Road Infant School. To my surprise and confusion I was treated very much as a little 

foreigner. They just could not tell what I was saying! When I spoke they looked bewildered 

and laughed, children and teachers, children because it amused them, and teachers because 

they thought it their duty to shame me out of what they deemed an absurdly foolish habit. I 
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was asked to repeat what I had said and yet more fun came out of it. Apart from this it was a 

very nice school, I thought, for it had much more equipment than the little school I had 

known. I soon got used to it all, and gradually tempered my speech to match that of my 

neighbours, which was common English with little more than a strong Northern accent. 

One of the things that delighted me most was the beautiful plasticine in very cheerful 

colours, especially a wonderfully fresh yellowish green such as I have never seen before 

outside nature. Also the glorious water colour paints that  poured out into little round white 

saucers, each having three divisions to take the three primary colours, no doubt.. I 

particularly loved the painting and drawing, of which I had seen little at school hitherto. Art 

proved to be my best subject and all through my school career I excelled at it. This was no 

good to me, of course, for there were few enough openings for anybody in anything by the 

time I was ready to leave school and fewer still for any foolish as to want to paint pictures. I 

think my family expected me to be brilliant although I can’t see why. Only wishful thinking, 

I’m afraid, for I turned out to be less than mediocre. My highest achievement was when I 

was eleven or twelve and I came sixth in a class of thirty. But when I passed on to the High 

School I quickly sank to nearly the bottom of the class and mostly stayed there. There was 

one term in particular, I remember, when only the presence of the school duffer, God bless 

him, prevented me from gaining the lowest distinction of all! Good old Philip- one of the 

pleasantest fellows I ever knew. Things like geography, history, French and Latin really let 

me down. Things for which I could see no positive practical use at the time, I suppose. Yet I 

could be top in English composition when I felt like it.  Languages remained an annoying 

enigma to me until I was made to learn Hellenistic Greek in my twenties
41

, when I just 

managed to hold my own. Then nothing more of this nature penetrated my brain until at 

fifty years old I began to take holidays on the continent and felt the need to express a few 

simple ideas in words that a native might understand.   It gave me a peculiar pleasure to find 

that I could, after all, acquire a small splash of French, German, Italian and Spanish, enough 

to be of help in a tight corner given time to think. 

It makes one wonder whether my problem at school was mainly a question of incentive
42

. 

Learning tables (of the twice two are four kind) was difficult enough. Perhaps the trouble 

here was that we put to learning lists for some time repeating them in unison in class, 

without any hint as to their purpose. I did get them more or less fixed in my head after a 

time but “eight times six” always had to be changed to “six eights” before I can give the 

result even now. When I reached the big boys’ school, my tallest obstacle, as I have good 

cause to recall, was long division sums. I have no doubt, now, that the trouble here arose 

through my failing to give attention when the processes were first explained to us. No 

further help was forthcoming. The sin was unforgivable. It was the head himself who took 

the form for Maths and it was the head who vigorously and conscientiously applied the cane 

to me every single school day for a whole year! 

 But in my spare time I learned many other things from mother which I have always valued 

even though I have found little enough use for them since. She taught me to sew and knit, 

                                                           

41 A reference to college training to be a Methodist minister. 

42 My father was a very intelligent man and well read. Once he needed information to do a task he had no problem in absorbing the subject 

matter he required, whether for example be it car mechanics or new technology such as television etc. His considerable library of books very 

much reflected his interest in a very broad spectrum of knowledge. 
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for instance, also bobbin knitting and macramé work. My knitting of course was of the plain 

sort, such as making tea clothes from string. I remember sitting alone and happy on the 

front doorstep knitting for all I was worth, when a woman paused as she was passing to 

enquire what it was I was knitting. “It’s a dish cloth,” I answered, proudly holding the 

unfinished piece for her to see and admire. But she only replied, “Whoever would use a 

filthy cloth like that for dishes, disgusting!” Until that moment I had not really noticed how 

much filth I had managed to pick up as I worked. It was, no doubt, about as unappetising as 

the gutter nearby. 

There were two other things I knew I had to start learning as soon as we went to live in 

Millom. For one thing at our house we suddenly seemed to go mad on music. First Evelyn
43

 

began taking singing lessons. I had an idea that it was because the doctor said it would be 

good for her lungs to have the exercise. Then about this time father brought a gramophone 

into the house. 

We’d already a phonograph he had picked up somewhere which played abominably from 

black cylinders. All in excellent condition but producing shocking tunes. There were a few 

other instruments lying around including a euphonium. But possibly because Evelyn would 

one day become a famous soloist and would need an accompanist, I must needs learn the 

piano
44

. I can’t deny that I liked the thought and I was determined to work hard if it took a 

whole year! I would like to be a celebrated pianist. Well, as you might imagine, it took quite 

a year! In fact I worked at it laboriously, often thoroughly disillusioned, often without much 

heart, for four whole years and could play quite a lot of nice things at the time. But I wasn’t 

famous. I had reached a stage when I could actually accompany my sister when she sang, 

anything she sang, if I was allowed to practice it long enough. But at eleven years I was 

taking a fair amount of homework and my parents mercifully decided that it would be wise 

to bring my piano lessons to an end, at least temporarily. 

Evelyn’s voice
45

 had meanwhile come on well. It was rich, deep and attractive. The real 

trouble was that her strength was so limited. An encore found her breathless and we had to 

be careful she did not overdo it. She sang lots of serious pieces some from better known 

operas. But what I best liked to hear were the comic things she sang within the family circle. 

Here she was really gifted. It was tremendous verve she put them across, amid roars of 

applause and laughter.  

But I said there were two things I felt I had to start learning. The second was smoking! Oh, it 

was not on the syllabus, either at home or at school, but the urge was so strong inside me. 

                                                           

43 Pronounced with a short “e”  E –vel-lin. 

44 Dad was a good pianist. I can remember him playing various tunes, when I was a child, without the music and he could also play hymn tunes. 

Two tunes I can remember him playing the most were written by Albert Ketelbey- “In a Monastery Garden” and “In a Persian Market”. The 

former piece came out in 1915; the latter piece was published in 1920 when Edward Holme was ten years old. This was among the most popular 

"descriptive" musical pieces of the turn of the century and was another sheet music hit. The composer , was best known for these descriptive 

pieces, and it provided excellent material for pianists and pit orchestras that accompanied silent films with exotic subjects, of which Rudolph 

Valentino's were only the best remembered.  

45 Her voice from my own memory was of a deep tone when she spoke. 
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Some of the boys at school seemed to have an inexhaustible source of smoking material and 

the material turned out to be rope. Indeed it was a very rare brand what you might call 

exclusive. They showed me how to get it. What you did, if you wanted smoking rope, you got 

your bike and peddled up Lapstone Road, out of town towards Hodbarrow. Then you turned 

left and crossed the railway lines belonging to the mines until you came to a sort of tip. Here 

among a great deal of scrap wood and metal were miles of rusty old hawsers that lay 

disintegrating. These hawsers had started off as very special mining components with an 

important job to do. These were the ropes used on the headgear of the mine shafts to haul 

the cages carrying men and materials up and down the mines. In the interests of safety they 

were pensioned off while still robust and used, along with discarded pit props, to make 

railings for fencing off danger spots, railway lines and things. When they grew too old even 

for this, they were thrown out onto the tip somewhere to lie out of people’s way, to rot to 

destruction. But when the strands of steel wire were ready to fall to pieces, that was the 

time when school boys moved in to effect their reaping. The rusted wire was peeled off to 

reveal an inner core of rope, possibly hemp
46

? By this time it had hardened considerably, 

was iron ore red in colour and with the texture almost of a stick of liquorice root. Apply a 

match to this old hawser core and it would quietly smoulder with a pungent smoke almost 

impossible to breathe. All that was needed now was to stick it into a pipe or wrap a piece of 

newspaper round it and smoke to ones heart content or until one grew sick, as the case 

maybe. This glowing core never went out on its own accord but just went on smoking 

reliably until deliberately rubbed out. To be sure it made you cough if you weren’t careful or 

if you weren’t tough. But though it made you cough sometimes, if I breathed a wisp by 

mistake, I was never sick with it. It offered a great deal for it was strong, plentiful and cheap. 

There were not many smoking mixtures of which you can say that much. If a group of you 

got down in some secret den to huddle over it together, it could be great fun, even if your 

eyes stung somewhat miserably by the time you surfaced. 

But of course, I wanted the taste of a real cigarette sooner or later. The difficulty was getting 

hold of one at seven years old. When at last I did, believe me, after the old rope, it tasted 

tame! I smoked it briskly, then turned green, and was sick, most unexpectedly! Despite all 

this early training I never grew to be a heavy smoker. After all you couldn’t smoke old rope 

in good society and I had no money for cigarettes during the Great Depression that gradually 

took hold after the war. True there were other reasons for cutting down on smoking which 

influenced me later, but lack of cash was the chief one.  When today someone asks me, do I 

smoke, I sometimes reply dryly, “I smoked for fourteen years only and gave up entirely at 

twenty one!” Less than one in three does the simple arithmetic involved to discover the age 

at which I started. 

Of course, there were other things between seven and eleven years of age for an active boy 

to be occupied with, girls for instance. Although we lived in Lord Street, I didn’t play with the 

children there. I played at Aunt Louie’s in Newton Street. That means I played with her 

daughter Gracie. She might be three years younger than me, but I was very fond of her. She 

had her own playmates too, some older, some younger, and nearly all girls and we played 

                                                           

46 The main ingredients of rope making was of course hemp and flax. Manila hemp is a type of fibre obtained from the leaves of the Abaca, a 

relative of the banana. It is mostly used to make ropes and it is the most durable of the natural fibres. Hemp is a common name for cannabis and 

the name most used when this annual plant is grown for non-drug purposes.  
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together.  It was probably sensitivity about my broad manner of speech which drove me to 

this group. But it meant that I rarely played with boys for years and therefore missed out on 

things like football and cricket. 

We played in Aunt Louie’s stable, yes stable! Aunt Louie had a shop. It was only a small shop 

and she and her husband and her small daughter lived behind and over it. My aunt was a 

good business woman and kept the shop, while her husband, my Uncle Joe, had a window 

cleaning round. He kept his truck and ladders in somebody’s building yard. But at some time, 

some previous occupant must have kept a pony and probably had a business round of some 

kind. So down the backyard, what in other houses would have been the wash house was 

bigger, and had a loft over it. The usual wash boiler was there in the corner, but nearby was 

a fixed ladder to the loft and there was plenty of room for us youngsters to enjoy ourselves. 

What games and pranks we played in that old outhouse! Aunt Louie out of the goodness of 

her dear heart would try to find anything we asked for and at the appropriate time bring us 

some cakes and a bottle of pop from the shop to sustain us. 

I had a dog. I’ve only the slightest idea what sort it was. It was some kind of terrier, perhaps. 

It stood lean and of medium height with short hair, very brown all over, and looked 

absolutely beautiful to me. We took it into the park one Sunday, a new park of which the 

town was very proud. We had recently got a new park keeper and new brooms sweep clean 

they say.  There was a big board at the entrance with twenty or thirty rules for those who 

cared to read them and indeed for those who wouldn’t. My dog Tim was having a whale of a 

time racing all over the spacious park. There were not yet any flower borders, so it didn’t 

matter. But the new park keeper came hurrying across. “That your dog over there?” “Which 

one”, I asked, sensing a problem. “That one, there’s only one”.  “Oh, yes”, I replied seriously, 

“that one’s mine.”   “Well catch it and put a lead on it. All dogs must be on a lead in this 

park. Haven’t you read the rules?” Now Gracie and I thought the park keeper a terrible spoil 

sport and cruel to animals. Everybody consulted thought the same. So next Sunday, having 

had a week to think about it and to confirm that one of the many rules by the gate was 

indeed to the effect that dogs must be put on a lead, I went into the shop where father kept 

his stores of paper, card, labels, ink and such and helped myself to a huge ball of string.  

Then Gracie and I took the dog to the park gates, fastened the string to its collar and let the 

happy animal run, paying out the string as it went. Thus the dog was running with all the 

liberty it could desire, quite a quarter of a mile away. Inevitably the park keeper came 

running angrily across the park again filled with righteous indignation and ready to threaten 

with police action and I don’t know what. “Didn’t I tell you to put a lead on that dog, of 

yours”, he stormed.   “I have”, I declared, indicating the ball of string in my hands. 

Miles and miles we tramped together that dog and I. We went swimming together too. Till 

one day we all went for a few days holiday to Coniston and poor Tim got himself lost. When 

he didn’t return by next morning a search party went after him, but with no result and so we 

had to leave him behind. I was heartbroken. It was six weeks later that we heard how a 

distant farmer had found it in one of his outhouses, with evidence all about it that the poor 

thing had kept itself alive by killing and eating rats and rabbits. But they’d had the dog a 

whole month before the villagers heard of it, before the news reached us, during which time 

their little girl had grown very fond of it. Add to that the circumstance that it would be 

another two months before anyone of us could go and fetch it, and the difficulty of getting 

out to the isolated fell-bound farm, I was persuaded to give the dog up. Six months later, I 

am happy to say, my father bought me a lovable Yorkshire terrier which was appropriately 

called Tiny. This wonderful little dog proved a great solace to me. Tiny was a good looker 
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and greatly admired. Timid, like most Yorkshires, she would growl and bark at a dog ten 

times her own size, so long as the house door was open behind her. She grew to be a very 

great pet. However, in two years she died. I don’t know how. But not before she had given 

us a litter of puppies. These were quickly distributed, except for one, which was reserved for 

me. Jack, as we called him, though obviously a terrier was certainly not a pedigree. Slightly 

longer in the leg and with rather less hair, he was a good deal more capable and cheeky than 

the average thoroughbred Yorkshire. He was in fact a boy’s dog. He learned to retrieve 

beautifully and loved to swim in the sea or the river. He chased after birds tirelessly and 

once caught a rat. When it came to rabbits, he pursued them down into the depths of their 

burrows. There is a story about that but first a new factor which provides the setting. 

Perhaps as a consolation for having to give up our country home father acquired a two room 

hut which took apart for transportation, being bolted together. He took it on a lorry to 

Silecroft, a seaside village three or four miles up the coast. Nay, further, to Summer Hill, yet 

two miles on, where there was a farm and nothing more for perhaps two miles in any 

direction. The sea was almost at our doorstep. This hut we called the “Shack”. It was placed 

with its back to a hedge about one hundred yards from the grass covered cliffs which fringed 

the ocean. Below them were pebbles for a hundred yards then sand and sea. It was glorious 

sand with shallow pools, safe for bathing. Our shack was there to furnish holidays at Easter, 

Whit, odd days or weekends and for six to seven weeks in the summer school holiday.  It had 

within it a coke stove of the “tortoise” type on which we could place an asbestos-lined 

double tin to serve as an oven when we needed one; two single beds almost filled a small 

bedroom; three bunks stacked from floor to ceiling in the living room served us children. 

Being the youngest, I occupied the topmost, which must have been quite five feet up. 

One night the family heard a terrific thump just before dawn. Father flashed his torch and 

leaped out of bed to find a considerable bundle on the floor, which hadn’t been there the 

night before. On examination it proved to be me. There was great consternation for I 

appeared to be dead. The resultant alarm was so extreme that they woke me up! Yes, I had 

actually fallen a distance of five feet to the bare, boarded floor and remained fast asleep! 

But oh, the sense of freedom in that outlandish place! I exulted in the sunshine, the fresh air 

even the wind and the rain. Every day was filled brim full with exciting occupation of one 

kind or another, swimming, running, climbing, making things and basking in the sun. There 

was never a dull moment, even when doing nothing, for there were birds, insects, small 

animals in the grass and the wonderful unceasing sound of the sea.  I grew so brown that I 

could be taken for an Arab.   I went without shoes from choice and my feet were so hard 

that I could run with impunity over the big cobbles on the beach and over the thorns on the 

gorse. I brought up loads of sand in buckets from the beach and sculptured it by the side of 

the shack into human heads and animals.  

I took supplies of paper and pencils there and drew everything within view. Some of the 

drawings I have to this day. I employed my pocket knife to carve things in wood, bone and 

the soapstone left by the sea. I hunted for peewit’s eggs
47

 in their camouflaged nests on the 

ground. I do not know whether they were protected at that time but it was said that 

                                                           

47 Peewit = plover. It has been illegal to take birds' eggs from the wild since 1954. Since September 1982, with the introduction of the 1981 

Wildlife and Countryside Act, it has also been against the law simply to possess the egg of any British wild bird. 
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quantities were collected and sent to London to sell at a rare old price as a special delicacy. I 

valued then too much to send them anywhere but down my throat- four or five fried for 

breakfast. 

The sea itself was a perpetual source of interest and wonder. We observed it, and swam in 

it, in all its moods, sun, cloud, mist and rain day and night, in storm and tempest, thunder, 

lightening, hail and tranquillity. But when we first went there mother could not swim, Evelyn 

nothing worth talking about and I not at all. The two swimmers of the family, my father and 

brother Dan were all at work all day. I was much alone of course but that didn’t keep me out 

of the glorious sea. Father knew a trick or two and had put me on the high shop stool, the 

one I used to preach from, face downwards and made me practise the breast stroke before 

ever we went to Summer Hill. I had been given hints on how to float too. So now, with not 

another being in sight, in only two or three foot of water, I attempted determinedly to put 

my lessons into practice. Success came at last and improvement followed with every new 

day. By the following year I could swim strongly with breast stroke, back stroke and 

something like an unorthodox crawl, although all in my poor style.   

I remember a very big storm when the wind howled about our little shack for three days and 

nights. We got up in the night from time to time to examine the main beam which spanned 

the front of the building just below the windows as it bent almost a foot inwards under the 

pressure of the fearful gale. We were anxious lest it cracked for then the whole place would 

have gone up like a kite. We wondered if we could devise some effective means of 

supporting it and could not. But it held. Sometimes the whole place rocked on its very 

foundations and at times almost danced. But it always settled back again safely. A tribute to 

the very capable job my father had done when he set it there. 

When the sun came again, down to the beach we went to see the great waves. There were 

masses of wreckage and boundless litter of all kinds which the sea had brought in. The sun 

was warm, although there was still a strong breeze blowing and the breakers were huge. So 

we stripped off, donned our bathing costumes and tried the power of those billows. Their 

strength was amazing when they came rushing in foaming and the drag of their tow as they 

receded.  They took all one’s strength to resist even standing in the shallows. But we soon 

gained experience and confidence and we were daring against giant rollers. Eight to ten feet 

they came thundering in. Let them catch you as they broke and you felt your back was 

broken. They could carry you fifty yards up the beach. The secret, we discovered, was to dive 

deep into the hollow of the wave as it was about to break. Then if you did it well you could 

come up on the further side and swim out while the next was still swelling. 

Swimming beyond the breakers was most pleasant but on coming back you must ride the 

swells until the first wave broke behind you and let yourself be carried in. We had never 

heard of surf-riding, of course, or we might have enjoyed that even more. As it was, the 

experience was dangerous, exhilarating and exhausting in the extreme. But how one’s body 

tingled after it! 

Next day we went down to catch the tide right out and found that it had left hundreds of 

giant starfish and jellyfish. We ran and got mother’s tape measure. The starfish were all sizes 

up to fifteen inches across, most of them having five points but many with more- twelve I 

think. But the jellyfish were unbelievable, great numbers being four feet across and some 

even more! Talking of jelly fish, I remember when I was about fifteen years old diving off the 

sea wall at Haverigg, a village by the sea alongside Millom and coming to the surface among 
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a great shoal of jellyfish. They stung my shoulders and arms mercilessly. I twisted this way 

and that with great fury, not knowing what had struck me.  Then seeing the little wobbles 

which their bodies made on the surface and realising what they meant, I took a huge breath 

and despite the extreme pain, dived to the bottom and swam away. I am afraid I had got an 

overdose that time and was ill for twenty four hours. It was three days and nights before the 

stinging passed off. Even then a prickling remained in my tongue and eyeball and other 

sensitive surfaces. What it would be like, I wondered, to come up and find oneself enveloped 

within the giant fronds of a four or five footer!   

There was another day at Summer Hill when I went alone to swim as so often but after there 

had been no wind for two or three days. The sea looked marvellous. It reflected like a 

mirror. I could see my face in it. The whole world seemed uncanny. I hesitated to wade in 

finding it difficult to muster enough courage to plunge and get wet. At last I did so and swam 

out to sea. All was so blue. The world was so still. It was devastatingly quiet, pristine, and 

unearthly. The whole world of sea and sky seemed empty, beautiful and utterly forsaken. It 

was chaste and frightening. I felt haunted by it and could not stay in the water. I ran back up 

the beach as though the sea spirits were chasing me and up the cliff and back to the Shack 

without once stopping, without even looking over my shoulder. I was afraid to look. It was 

the stillness. It was not right for it ought not to be.  

On another day when I was in a region which I did not know, I ventured much further up the 

coast than I usually did. I wondered how swiftly I could scale the further side of a particularly 

steep gully.  I cleverly selected the best footholds without pausing, taking advantage of 

every cattle or sheep track, exulting in my prowess. Thus with liberal strides and at last a 

great leap I arrived at the top…poised. Without warning I found myself balanced on the very 

edge of a yawning precipice!  Here was a chasm, well over one hundred foot sheer, of soft 

sandstone. Another half step, a little less vigilance, a slight unsteadiness or a touch of 

vertigo, and I would have been lying among the rough cobbles at the bottom, dead! Such 

was the sudden shock that I flung myself flat on the ground and waited. I was in a daze, 

frozen. Presently I crawled away on all fours and there I lay a few feet down the gully until 

my heart stopped racing and my head became clear again.  This was an experience to haunt 

me in my dreams often, for years to come.  

We never needed to buy fuel for our stove in the Shack. All we needed was waiting for us on 

the beach. For most days it lay there for the picking and after storms far more wood was 

washed up than a hundred such stoves could burn in a month. But we used wood only for 

lighting the fire. For our regular fuel we used coke. There were quantities of perfectly good 

coke, all in the recommended walnut size pieces, among the pebbles of the beach at all 

times. We could sit, as once or twice we did, in one place and picked a sack full. We 

supposed this fuel was jettisoned by ships out at sea but could never think why. 

Usually at weekends father and Dan would arrive to share our holiday delights, perhaps with 

a double barrelled gun to shoot rabbits. They, that is the rabbits, made a welcome addition 

to our diet in those tough years, and saved us walking some miles to village to buy. A year or 

two later my father handed me a lightweight gun and taught me how to use it. I was not 

considered very good at it, and I can say why. When I came to aiming at a rabbit I was 

secretly overtaken with some kind of ambivalence. I can now see that this was due to a 

conflict inside me of which I would have not spoke to anyone, even if I could have analysed 

it. There was a desire on the one hand to display my ability but on the other the agonising 

hope that poor wee thing would escape. So, as it turned out, I never did hit a rabbit, 
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although I could hit an inanimate target without difficulty. It was put down to my inability to 

hit a moving object. 

My little dog Jack was with us at this period and loved Summer Hill as much as we all did. He 

used to get particularly excited by the all too numerous rabbits. Rabbit holes were to be 

found almost everywhere and especially in certain fields which rose in gentle domes above 

the others. They were positively riddled with burrows and Jack, who was no more than a 

slightly oversized Yorkshire terrier, had a most hectic time dodging down one hole and 

another, coming up who knows where else in the warren, wearing a surprise, wild and 

bedraggled expression on his face as he took his bearings and dived again into the 

fascinating labyrinth below. “Leave him to enjoy himself”, we would say, “he’ll do no harm. 

And he’ll come up in the end when he’s had enough”.  But one day he didn’t. We looked 

everywhere. We lingered, called and whistled. We wandered around and over the hillock, 

kneeling at every tenth hole or so, listening for Jack’s response, to no avail. Until hours later 

we found a hole down which we could hear him, sometimes barking, sometimes 

whimpering. But when we called to him he did not appear. His voice sounded so far away, as 

if in a different world. We wondered whether we ought to get the farmers to come and start 

digging. But that would take too long both to get them and to dig so deep. When darkness 

came we left him, hoping he would find his way out and make for home. But he did not 

come. We searched again next morning and again in the afternoon. It was not until four 

o’clock that at last he appeared. But what a sight! We never saw a dog so bedraggled, so 

disreputable, so apparently emaciated and beaten about. His coat was choked up with dirt 

and grit. His body was scratched and torn. It was doubtful whether he could see at all. He 

just lay exhausted. We thought he would die and carefully we carried him home. What had 

kept him all that time so deep in the recesses of that immense rabbit warren we shall never 

know? But father worked it out that he must have entered the nest of a pair of strong 

rabbits, while they were out feeding perhaps and was caught on their return, possibly after 

he had killed their young. “But couldn’t he bite the big rabbits and get out?” I questioned, 

“rabbits couldn’t fight our Jack and get away with it, could they, father?” 

This is how father saw and described it to us: “You see, the daddy rabbit would return and 

go down and find him there. So not being able to enter his nest he’d sit just outside in the 

tunnel, turned with his back to our Jack. Then every time Jack tried to come out and chase 

and bite him, the big rabbit would kick out with his big strong back legs with their long, sharp 

claws. It’s not like chasing a rabbit in the open. Jack wouldn’t have a chance in that kind of 

situation.”“Then how did he get out in the end?” I asked. “Well, just think Eddie”, he urged, 

“After so many hours the rabbit would get very hungry, wouldn’t he? He’d have nothing to 

eat down there and when he went up to nibble the grass outside, Jack would make his 

escape.”  Dad would have been right. Anyway, my brave little dog never spent long down a 

rabbit hole after that! 

Mr and Mrs Smith at the farm had only one child, a daughter who appeared to have no 

name except “Girlie”.  They were all good people, although the wife and daughter had their 

peculiarities. For instance, Mrs Smith is the only farmer’s wife I have ever heard of who 

regularly and without fail kissed every one of her thirty ducks a good night. Girlie, who was 

perhaps two years older than I, had only one obsession, namely to play houses. Playing 

houses must take one peculiar from or other, a form very painful for me. For she insisted on 

walking her baby here and there all over the farm buildings and yard, talking to imaginary 

people, and doing all kinds of imaginary business for two hours on end and I was her baby! 

Being her baby meant I must take her hand and walk in a squatting position so that my head 
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was no higher than her waist. Looking back I can scarcely believe my patience and 

endurance. I must have been an incredibly accommodating creature at that time, for I 

satisfied this unreasonable whim for her many times, only pleading to be allowed to stand 

up straight very occasionally when the pain came too much. 

We had an additional small hut at the back of the Shack for a toilet, of the dry closet type, of 

course. For drinking and washing water we walked with a couple of buckets nearly three 

hundred yards past the farm and down a steep bank to a trough set deep under the side of 

the hill. Here we moved a board and shooed away the skaters to dip buckets in. The water 

was crystal clear, cool and wonderful to drink. But you can imagine that by the time we had 

climbed the bank again with filled buckets weighing something like a third of a 

hundredweight and walked three hundred yards with them, never did water weigh heavier 

or taste so good.  “Carrying water reminds me,” said mother one day. “Reminds you?” we 

echoed. “Yes”, she continued, “we always had to carry our drinking water when I was a girl.” 

We left it at that. Who wants to hear of the hard things of forty or fifty years ago, especially 

when on holiday? But she pursued the point. “We used a yoke, like they did in the Bible.” It 

was then that we wanted to know. Wouldn’t I have liked a yoke, well fitting, made to suit my 

shoulders, when it came to going for water to that cliffside well! But, of course, nobody ever 

got round to making one. 

I was saying that when we returned to town to reside after living in the country, my speech 

seemed to the townspeople like that of a foreigner. My mother had the same experience 

when she was a girl. For if father was not a Cumberland man, much more must it have been 

admitted that mother was not a Cumberland woman. She was born in Cornwall
48

, at the very 

far end of it. I never saw Cornwall myself until well after she had died. This was a great pity 

for she could have answered so many questions. She was only twelve when the family 

moved away and always she had passionately desired to go back. She never did. Sickness, 

the needs of the family, lack of money, being a poor traveller, and perhaps a dozen other 

things militated against it. But she never ceased the yearning. Right to end of her days she 

could often be heard to murmur wistfully, “Well, I suppose I shall never see Cornwall again 

now, never again!” 

“When we arrived from Cornwall by train”, she used to tell us “our men so tall and dark and 

bearded, our Cornish speech so unintelligible, it was just like coming to another country. No 

one understood a word we said. Months later there were people in the town who still 

thought that we were visitors from Spain!”   Although they were one of the first
49

, they were 

by no means the only family to arrive from Cornwall. The tin mines of Cornwall were running 

down and there was a severe unemployment problem. Those who were able to move and 

had the money and the courage got out. Some hundreds of families moved from Cornwall to 

Millom because the iron mines were doing well. As time went on, indeed, Millom became 

something of a Cornish town of the North! 

Now my grandfather
50

 was not a miner but a shoemaker. But what was the good of being a 

shoemaker in Cornwall if half the people had moved out, or were about to, and most of the 

                                                           

48 Grace Oats Mitchell (1882-1948)  born Kelynack near St Just in Penwith Cornwall. 

49 Some of the family had already moved to Millom prior to Grace moving. 

50 James Mitchell  1844- 1924     born St. Sennen Cornwall. 
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others were drawing no wages? Granda, as we called him, was an intelligent man and quick 

to see the trend, so was one of the first to make his escape. He was not thinking of his sons, 

for he only had one and he was not keen on the mining, whether tin or iron, and although 

brought up to the trade of shoemaking, went to work in the mills of Lancashire
51

.  Grandma 

had six daughters, however, and of these my mother was the youngest, except for her sister 

Evelyn who died before I can quite remember
52

. Three of the daughters married miners and 

all these men had come up with them from Cornwall. There was a Uren from St. Buryan, a 

Harvey and a Hockaday from St.Just. Aunt Janie never married at all till late in life
53

 and Aunt 

Louie married a Yorkshire stonemason. They all had children in their turn but the 

ramifications of all these families will be too much for us. 

As to my father’s family his parents died before I can remember and his brothers and sisters 

left Millom for other parts, whereas nearly all my mother’s family stayed in Millom, three of 

them living in Newton Street, where I was born, as did my mother’s parents, my granda and 

grandma Mitchell.  

Any of their four houses were moderately pleasant to visit. Aunt Annie, the eldest of the 

sisters was more sedate and particular. Kindly but ungenerous it seemed to me. I well 

remember an adult to remark that whenever she spread butter on bread she ended up with 

more butter than she started with. But that may have been unkind. All I can remember is 

that we had to sit very still and eat the piece of cake she gave us without making any crumbs 

and that there was never anything to interest us in her home; that she was most polite; and 

that we were always glad when the visit was over. 

The second eldest of the sisters was Aunt Mary Ann
54

. But she detested that name so we 

were all brought up to call her “Auntie”.  She was, by my childish reckoning, the best looking 

of the bunch.  She, too, was exceedingly genteel in manner. Although she herself had a 

family of four there seemed nothing whatever in the house of interest to a child like me.  I 

would get a piece of cake or a sweet or two, and was pleased enough when the time came 

to say goodbye- or rather Ta-ta which often degenerated to “Tarrar”. 

But Aunt Louie’s home, as you have heard, was a winner and so, as far as love and 

consideration were concerned was grandma’s. The whole family were careful to emphasise 

that granda was a shoemaker, with the stress on “maker” to distinguish him from a shoe 

repairer or cobbler. My grandfather only cobbled when the customer required it. But he was 

eminently qualified to measure a foot (two feet in fact) and make a shoe to fit perfectly and 

comfortably, however unusual the foot may be. At the same time there was in Millom a big 

demand for clogs, all the miners wore them, so he also made clogs, a much simpler 

proposition. I believe he bought the wooden soles ready made from somewhere, in various 

sizes, from those to fit a two year old to those for a man taking size thirteens, like Mr. 

MacMeakin.  Many’s the time I’ve watched him. He’d begin by taking a pair of “bottoms” the 

right size and cutting a pair of “tops” to fit them. Then nailing the leather tops to the 

                                                           

51 Tony Mitchell tells us that he worked as a shoemaker for the Tyldesley and Atherton Co-op as a boot and shoemaker. This work is also 

confirmed in the 1901 census. So he never worked in the mills.  

52 November 1899 

53 Married in 1917. 

54 I can remember visiting her house, as a child, with my father.  As my father said I would agree, she was good looking. She also had greying 

black hair and stood sternly, very upright, and always wore a black dress. Our visits were of short duration. 
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wooden bottoms with brass-headed tacks and trimming round. Finally nailing a strip of 

leather over the join and fitting metal “cawkers
55

” on the soles and heels. A score or more of 

these in the most likely sizes were prepared and kept in stock for customers. But to see him 

make a pair of shoes you saw a craftsman at work, with all the careful marking, cutting, 

fitting, stitching and finishing, to make a really beautiful job. If things were slack he would 

make leather shoe laces, his knife slitting the leather with uncanny accuracy. I clearly recall 

the beautiful texture of his hands, slim and firm like jointed steel with thin shiny leather 

spread tightly over them. 

In his own attractive way granda was quite a philosopher.  His shrewd observance of life and 

sometimes witty comments upon it were well worth anybody’s attention. He was something 

of a geologist too. How often have I lingered to gaze in wonder at the excellent display of 

ores and stones in the big glass case in the living room? Unfortunately he was not a good 

teacher. If you had known him for some time he just took it for granted that you must know 

what he knew, and had slight patience for dealing with questions. His joy, however, was 

music. He played the organ and the violin. Although he encouraged all his children to play 

some instrument, they might have excelled a great deal more if he had been able to pass on 

more readily the knowledge he himself possessed. His family took up various string and wind 

instruments, while most members of the family could sing well. It was wonderful to be in 

granda and grandma’s home on a Sunday night when all were united as at holiday time and 

hear them work through some cantata or such like. One of these occasions I remember for a 

strangely unmusical and personal reason, a grievous loss, in fact. When the fruit was passed 

round, I took a banana. Looking forward to enjoying this somewhat rare delicacy, I peeled it 

very carefully. Then watching granda put his fiddle to his chin to render a special solo part, I 

absently threw the banana into the fire and was left with the skin in my hand. This reminds 

me of the slowness with which bananas were accepted as a valuable fruit by people in those 

days. Compared with other fruits it seemed almost tasteless. My grandmother used to treat 

them with frank contempt. “I cain’t taste nohthen”, she would complain, “may as well eat a 

rush or somfen”. Come to think of it, there really is something about banana flavour which is 

reminiscent of the pith in the stem of a rush. Appreciation of banana flavour was something 

which had to be acquired. 

Granda was choirmaster at the nearby chapel and he ran an orchestra in the town. In his 

earlier days he was also a local preacher. Clever, mostly good humoured, always witty and 

for years highly respected, yet his tongue could be sharp as his rasp on occasions. His one 

weakness was whisky and with advancing years he tended to take more and more. His 

extensive beard and whiskers were deeply stained by it. Sometimes he made a fool of 

himself. He consequently lost face at the little chapel of which he was a member, more 

especially because the Methodists were abnormally strict about taking strong drink at all in 

those days. Thus the time came when he was no longer welcome as their choirmaster and 

                                                           

55 ... from "clogs, a sort of shoes; the upper part of strong hide leather, and the soles 

of wood, plated with iron; often termed cawkers."—Brockett's Glossary. ...  

Historical Account of Newcastle-upon-Tyne (1827)  

Note from Webster’s Dictionary: Cawker: An instrument with sharp points, worn on the sole of a shoe or boot to prevent slipping. 
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suffered the disgrace of dismissal. He died I believe, at eighty five or six, so it can hardly be 

said that drink shortened his life considerably. But there is no doubt that his latter days were 

less happy because of it. 

I remember he smoked “shag” tobacco, for he often sent me
56

 over to the shop a little down 

the street with a sixpence to get him an ounce. All during the years I knew him he drank 

barley water for his kidneys. Whenever I visited grandma’s house I was invited to eat the 

boiled barley grains with a drop of milk after the water had been poured off.  I used to think 

them very good with a sprinkle of sugar added. The other delight I could always rely on in 

their home was saffron
57

. This typically Cornish spice supplied an aroma which was quite 

characteristic of the house. Grandma baked the tastiest saffron buns, deep yellow and light 

texture, scrumptious spread with butter. “Have a saffron bun, will ‘e, my dear?”  grandma 

would say the moment I sat in her home. “Oh, yes, please, grandma!” was the inevitable 

reply.  

I can picture my grandma with her hair
58

 done up in only one way. Straight pulled back, a 

small bun at the back and a lace cap on top. How often have I watched her make those caps! 

A frame was bought readymade. The shape was made of stiff gauze. Then about six yards of 

half inch lace was then stitched round and round and over it until the whole was neatly 

covered.  To see grandma without one of these was unthinkable. She must have died in one. 

But not before she had told me about the “Old woman who bought a pig which wouldn’t get 

over the stile,” so many times that I was never able to forget it. At its most pathetic and 

dramatic peak the story goes: “Cat, cat, kill rat; rat, rat  gnaw rope; rope, rope hang butcher; 

                                                           

56 Since 1908 it has been illegal to sell any tobacco product to anyone below the age of 16. 

57 Visitors to Cornwall may be intrigued when they see very large saffron buns displayed in bakeries as 'tea treat buns' for me they recall the 

Sunday School treats of my youth, when we paraded around the village carrying the Chapel banners and then went to a nearby field in the 

grounds of the home of one of the local landowners. Here we played games, ran races, and then, exhausted, were given these large buns and 

lemonade. I remember them as being larger than the ones we see in the shops today. In later years the children were taken by bus to a local 

beach, perhaps Carbis Bay, but by then I had become a 'grown up' and missed out on these events. In making saffron cake it is important to use 

real saffron - although it is expensive - and not saffron essence (colouring really) as there is an immense difference in taste. Over 4,000 blooms of 

the autumn flowering Crocus sativas are needed to produce 1 oz (16 drams) of saffron. It is of course a yeast bread but we always think of it as 

'cake' and personally I never spread slices with butter, believing that this masks its flavour. 

half a dram of saffron 2 lbs flour 1lb butter (or margarine)  

2 oz candied peel  

1 lb currants (or mixed dried fruit)  

4 oz sugar  

1 oz yeast pinch of salt warm milk  

Dry the saffron strands on a piece of greaseproof paper, then fold the paper over and crush the contents with a rolling pin. Put in a small bowl and 

cover with two tablespoons boiling water, leave to soak overnight. Next day rub the butter in the flour, add the salt, sugar and fruit. Warm a little 

milk and pour it over the yeast and one teaspoon of sugar in a basin. When the yeast rises, pour it, together with the saffron liquid, into a well in 

the centre of the dry ingredients. Mix thoroughly by hand, adding milk as needed, until smooth and free from the sides of the bowl. Leave in a 

warm place to rise for a while. Bake in a cake or loaf tin for about one hour at 190 C.  Alternatively the dough can be formed into buns, these will 

take 15 to 20 minutes to cook.  (www.newlyn.info/content/view/43/45/) 

58 Photos of her confirm this description. 
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butcher, butcher kill ox; ox, ox drink water; water, water quench fire; fire, fire burn stick, 

stick stick beat doggy;  doggy, doggy bite piggy; piggy, piggy jump over the stile, or  I can’t 

get home tonight…” 

She too lived on to her mid eighties. The passing of granda and grandma provided the first 

two bereavements I knew and the first two funerals I attended. The third was Uncle 

Charlie
59

, Aunt Mary Ann’s husband. I was a big boy then. Practically a man I suppose. I took 

turns sitting up with him through the night. It so happened that I was sitting with him when 

he breathed his last. I was given the somewhat harrowing experience of helping convey the 

unboxed body from his bedroom down the narrow stairs to a room more accessible to the 

street. He was a big heavy man, so two took hold of his legs, while I and another gripped his 

shoulders. It was strangely difficult to hold him. My hands kept slipping as we jolted down 

step by step. But worst of all every jolt caused his lungs to deflate a little and his voice to 

sound. Such involuntary vocal protests from a corpse were a great surprise to me. Yet my 

greatest fear was letting my end of the body drop before we had reached the bottom of the 

stairs. Next I got landed with the task of assisting the woman relatives, according to custom, 

with washing and laying him out. It was thought unseemly to pass such intimate attentions 

to the more impersonal ministrations of an undertaker, as is done today. I found it quite an 

education, I can tell you and one which stood me in good stead when in later years I had 

similar tasks to see to. 

But in those early days such contacts with Cornish people obviously made me familiar with 

Cornish speech and Cornish ways. Probably gave me a slight touch of Cornish accent to 

mingle with my own broad Cumberland vowels. Perhaps half the people of Millom shared 

this Cornish background and tradition. And when I came to marry, it turned out that my 

bride had a Cornish ancestry too!  

Family jokes and yarns were repeated in a Cornish dialect. While villages and hamlets which I 

had never seen, all dotted over the map of Land’s End and district, names like Kelynack, 

Sennen, Cripples Hill and so forth, were familiar household names which conjured up what 

seemed to be living events and emotions to a boy like me. I suppose, I grew up to be half a 

Cornish lad myself, although I had never been within three hundred miles of the borders of 

that dramatic country. Of course, my mother had described how they lived at “home in 

Cornwall”, she described the house at Kelynack adjacent the Methodist Chapel
60

, and spoke 

of the intimate association of the family with that little place. She spoke of the little school 

just up the hill, of the earthen floors and the man who used to come round and offer a 

choice of “white sand or grey sand” to strew over the floors when the sweeping up had been 

done, the indelible sound of the sea which stormed the crag bound coasts on three sides, 

and the fuchsias and anemones which incredibly grew in the hedgerows. My aunt Louie, 

who was fourteen years old when she left  the county and lived many years after my mother 

died added yet more to what I had already absorbed, and filled many gaps, so that I felt I 

knew that furthest corner of our land like one born there. Hence I became a man of two 

traditions, two dialects, two counties, and almost two worlds. How homely were the foibles 

of the Millom-cum-Cornish women of that day!  

                                                           

59 Charles Uren died in December 1932. My dad would have been in his early twenties. 

60 Rather the Bible Christian Chapel. This is still there today. 
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How well I remember the fishermen ringing their bells up the back street calling “Herring, 

fresh herring, any fresh herring today?” Then as the lady came to the back door with a dish 

in her hand and so obviously intent on making a purchase, he would say, “Want any fish, do 

e’ missus?” Ridiculous question! But she would reply quite unnecessarily, yet just as 

inevitably, “Gote any, ‘ave ‘e?” while seeing the fish in his barrow all the time. 

Cornish surnames were part of the town’s familiar sounds too- Tressidder, Polglaise, Penny, 

Penneluny, Pellimounter, Old, Uren, Harvey, Mitchell, and Moyle to name but a few. 

Undoubtedly I was living in a fair little Cornish mining town in the far North of England! 
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CHAPTER 4 

One of the most interesting things about our house at this time is that it appeared haunted. 

You see, we had had two shops for many years but we had never actually lived in them until 

now. I don’t suppose my parents knew it when we went to live there but it came to light 

afterwards that the last people briefly to occupy the place complained about spooks and 

left. I have heard later that the people following us only stayed three months and could not 

stand it anymore! 

But let me describe the buildings in more detail. We had two rooms downstairs and three 

up. But that is an over-simplification, for two shops and an office and an upstairs store must 

be added. Perhaps the best way to get a picture is to imagine you are standing in Queens 

Street. The shop door is then to the right of the building, on your left as you turn into Lord 

Street, on the very corner and placed at 45 degrees with a shop window in Queens Street 

and another in Lord Street. Then go down Lord Street, past this display window and after 

passing an office window you come to the front door of the house. It was a big door with a 

big old-fashioned lock, having a heavy key. Enter by this door and you will find a door left 

and right with stairs rising immediately in front of you, there being just enough room for the 

outer door to open back. The door to the left then leads of course through the office and 

into the front shop. That to the right leads directly to the living room. From the living room 

you pass through into the pawn shop, on one side of which stands the kitchen sink. The 

pawn shop has a door to the front street and another down an open passage to a street at 

the back. Thus any who wished to creep in unnoticed were given the means to do so. So 

much for the ground floor. Now if you will accompany me up the stairs, at the top of the 

main flight you find a small forty inch square landing where you may turn either right or left. 

Up three steps to the left and you find a passage with the door to mother and father’s 

bedroom at the far end or just before it the door of my bedroom on the left. But to the right 

at the top of the main flight, three steps lead immediately to another door. No passage or 

landing, the door coming to the very edge of the top step and opening outwards a very thin 

wooden door with an old fashioned latch to lift. This was Evelyn’s bedroom. And beyond 

that bedroom was a big store for parcels taken in pledge, all carefully wrapped, labelled and 

numbered. 

The first sign we had of anything queer was merely in the form of certain small rattles and 

scuffles which were put down to activities of mice. There were mice in plenty. Therefore we 

started a campaign against them. Half a dozen “little nipper” traps caught about twenty five 

of the dear wee things. Then they got wise to those and we caught no more except an 

occasional youngster. The introduction of wooden traps the shape and size of a brick and set 

by threading cotton about spring loops, caught a dozen more. Next we resorted to 

elaborate, metal, water traps, which caught a score or so and continued to catch two or 

three a week for some time. We tried poison too, but never completely cleared them, only 

kept them down. 

Then one Saturday night we came home late - that is, mother and Dan and I, entering as 

usual by the side door. This was the one with the stairs right in front as you enter, and as we 

threw the door open the front shop bell began to ring. This meant either that the shop door 

was being opened or had been left ajar or that someone was in the shop and was standing 

on the door mat which had the pad-contact under it.  Dan carried a torch. “Stay where you 

are,” said Dan, “while I nip out and in by the front shop door, and we’ll trap him”. The bell 

was ringing intermittently, but rang normally as he let himself in. The door had a good 
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mortise lock. Dan carried a key and locked the door after him; he searched his way through 

in the darkness and met us by the stairs. “Boxes of matches, light the gas!” he said. The town 

had no electricity in those days. Then we searched thoroughly but found nothing at all. Even 

while we searched the bell rang from time to time. It rang even while we gazed at the front 

door. We looked at Dan, the electrician in the family. He chuckled. “We’re a right lot of 

softies,” he said, “obviously there’s a short circuit in the system”. So we all laughed. 

“Perhaps there’s a mouse having a nibble at the wiring”, mum said and we decided to go 

through and get supper. 

Next morning Dan did not have to go to work so he started on the wiring. The bell had kept 

ringing occasionally throughout the night. Now he worked through the whole length from 

the batteries to the bell and the bell to the switches at the door but found nothing amiss. It 

actually dared to tinkle when he examined the bell. Three times he went over it, starting 

with the Leclanche
61

 cells, and especially where the wires passed through doors and into the 

floor to the pad. Not a terminal was corroded, not a covering frayed, not a staple fouling, not 

a contact crossed. It rang again defiantly as he put his tools away - then never irresponsibly 

rang again! 

Was this then the second visitation? The third set of phenomena fairly riveted us, although it 

was truly a simple enough sort of thing. Just that sometimes when we were sitting in the 

living room we might hear the front door open, hear it close again, hear someone walk three 

steps up the stairs and stop. Of course, with a town full of relatives, this was the most 

natural thing in the world. It was, in fact, exactly the thing a relative or close friend might do 

who was looking in on us. Such a person would go a step or two up the stairs in order to 

hang coat or hat on the pegs put there for the purpose. It only remained for that person to 

open the door at the foot of the stairs and enter the room where we were. So we would sit 

and wait expectantly for the door to open, but there would be nothing but silence. Can you 

imagine our feeling? Only a brief pause and one of us would leap up and fling the door wide, 

peep up the stairs, then walk into the office and into the shop. No one there! The first half a 

dozen times this happened we made a search of the whole house. But after that we got used 

to the sound of the unseen visitant and learned to ignore him. The strangest thing was that 

it could happen even when the living room door was open. Then we could actually see the 

outside door. It occurred when more than one of us had our eyes on that door and saw that 

even while we listened to the sounds the door did not move.  It was always the same, the 

sound of it opening, the steps up the stairs, then nothing more. “There’s old Sarah, again!” 

we would comment, choosing that name, no doubt, because no one of our acquaintance at 

that time had that name. Always as long as we occupied that house, a period of no less than 

six years, that phenomenon persisted. 

There were three other things that happened which may be worth mentioning, and two of 

them happened to me. Of these two, one was explained the following day… and the other 

never was! Being so much younger than the other members of the family I had to suffer the 

indignity of being sent to bed first. Now, being sent to bed alone, with a candle, in a ghostly 

house, is not greatly enjoyed by a sensitive boy. But far from flinging off my clothes and 

pulling the blankets over my head, I used to undress, sit on the side of the bed in my little 

night shirt and play with the candlestick. I found that if you take a burnt-out end of a 

matchstick and touch it on the melted wax it will burn again and if you put the burning 

                                                           

61 1866 - French engineer, Georges Leclanche patented the carbon-zinc wet cell battery called the Leclanche cell. 
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matchstick into the candlestick tray and keep it fed with wax it will obligingly go on burning 

forever. So in the day time I went round gathering any burnt-out matchsticks I could see and 

got a good supply for the candlestick when I went to bed. Then all alone in my little room I 

would pile them up criss-cross and feed them with wax and have a good old miniature fire 

going in the candlestick on the table beside my bed. The wonder is that I never had an 

accident. It required great care and concentration. There were many points to watch. 

Sometimes the whole contraption got so hot I had to lift it up and put a thickness of 

something under it to keep it from scorching the table. I would hate to be caught but felt 

assured, knowing that the door to the living room was properly shut as I had done that 

myself and that no one could creep up the creaky stairs without my hearing and that no one 

was likely to come up the stairs for two more hours anyway. I knew very well that I could 

safely spend an hour or more amusing myself before climbing into bed and going to sleep. 

My occupation was utterly absorbing. 

One night I had been busy like this for half an hour or so and had by now a beautiful pile 

burning brightly when the impossible happened. A sudden, loud rat-tat on the bedroom 

door, within two feet of my head, which sent me rigid! I had been facing the door as I 

played. In fact it opened back against the table on which the candle was placed. I saw that 

door vibrate with the impact of the unseen hand. Spooks don’t usually make such physical 

impact! 

For a moment I was petrified. But only a moment, for swift upon my scare came another 

fear that, impossible as I had believed it, this might have been a trick which my brother had 

played. The last thing I must allow was that he should see that this had scared me. Therefore 

I instantly summoned my courage, leapt from the bed, picking up the candle, and out 

through the door. If he was on the landing I would see him; he could not have reached the 

stairs in the time. Not there! So I dashed to the stairs, shielding the candle and stared down 

below. No human was on the stairs. He could not have crossed and entered Evelyn’s room 

because the door was latched, as I could plainly see, and the latch was a noisy one, so back 

along the corridor I went again. If he had gone into Mother’s room he was cornered and 

could not escape me. I looked around Mother’s room. Dan wasn’t there… 

So no one was anywhere! Shaken I crept back to my room, hopped into bed and put out the 

light. And this time in the darkness I did pull the blankets over my head! 

Next morning at breakfast I decided to raise the subject. I was not going to be made a fool 

of. They raised their brows, and all avowed, even Mother, who would not mislead me, that 

not one of them had at any time left the table where they talked until all left together to go 

to bed. 

Now as I said, Dan was keen on electrical things- but on other things too. We made a 

quantity of gunpowder once, intending to make fireworks on November fifth. “What will 

happen if it blows up?” I asked. “It can’t blow up!” he replied, “unless it is fastened up in 

something”. We piled it up on the kitchen table to get it mixed while mother was out. 

Unfortunately we accidentally dropped a match into it and the whole lot went up in a mighty 

swish. We lost our hair and eyebrows, left a huge black mark on the ceiling and scorched the 

kitchen table, apart from that and the tremendous fright it gave us all as well. Dan was right. 

It didn’t go with a bang or blow a window out.  
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Talking of being packed off to bed, I only once remembered being sent to bed early as a 

penalty and I have no recollection of what dreadful crime had merited such drastic 

retribution. But I have a vivid certainty that I was sent to bed without any supper. Bed was 

not much hardship but to miss a meal was quite another thing. Laying there I never felt so 

hungry in my loneliness, for at that time I always went to bed with a full stomach. Bread and 

milk it always was, hot milk, with white bread in a large basin
62

.   Alone then, with a hollow 

in my stomach, if not actually weeping then just about ready to do so, I felt the penalty was 

all too severe. Then half an hour later I heard a quiet foot on the stairs and dear Evelyn 

appeared to console me. In her hands, besides the lighted candle, she had a few little buns 

which she had secretly stuffed into a paper bag. She lay on the bed beside me as I joyfully 

munched the buns, cuddled and comforted me and having made me smile again. She then 

quietly stole downstairs, while I curled up on my side and happily went to sleep. 

Dan was an unusually good brother in that whatever he was doing he liked to bring me into 

it. We made some interesting and useful things together. We made a gadget to ring a bell 

when the kettle boiled. Oh, yes, and an arrangement for waking us up in the morning. And 

before I tell any more ghost stories I must tell you about that. You see my brother had to get 

up very early to catch the train to Barrow and the alarm set for 4am was, as you can 

imagine, an annoyance to the family. As for me, I did not get up until eight, and sharing the 

same room I soon learned to ignore it. Consequently the alarm was no use to me when I 

needed waking. We went so far as to get a clock with three bells and then put it on a tin box 

to increase its effectiveness.  This usually woke Dan, but it did not wake me. As often as not I 

would reach out and put it off in my sleep and know no more. So Dan decided to see what 

electricity could do. He got his Ruhmkorff Coil
63

 working off an accumulator beside the bed 

and fixed to a switch to operate, in conjunction with the alarm clock. The handles used for 

conveying an electric shock were then secured to the hands of the sleeper by means of wide 

rubber bands cut from motorcycle inner tube, and the clock set to the required time. If the 

rheostat slider was put to the lower end only the merest tingle was discernable in the hands.  

This was sufficient because it worked! Morning after morning Dan was up to time without 

disturbing a soul. On rising he would gently slip the contacts onto my hands, reset the clock 

and behold I would be up at the required time. But oh, so gently! We didn’t first feel a tingle 

and then wake. Strange as it may seem we woke beautifully and smoothly, refreshed and 

happy, and only became conscious that there was a gentle sensation in the hands about 

thirty seconds later. It was wonderful. We could recommend it until one day… 

We’d been using the coil for other purposes and ended up by seeing how much voltage we 

could endure. To my sorrow I could take nothing like as much as my brother and thought he 

must be enormously strong. It was only long afterwards I discovered that owing to hard 

work the skin on his palms was much thicker than mine and presented a much greater 

resistance when a voltage was applied, so that a smaller amperage passed through. But the 

point is that we connected the coil up to the clock again not realising that we had the slider 

at the other end! Hence, promptly at four o’clock next morning Dan let out an unearthly yell, 

leapt high in the air, curled up on the bedside mat in a peculiar manner. It was growing light 

and being wide awake now, just stared at him there. His eyes were screwed tight shut and 

                                                           

62 This is interesting in the fact when my father’s sister, Evelyn, used to come and stay when my mother was in hospital she used to give my sister 

and me bread and milk at night. (D.H) 

63 Heinrich Daniel Ruhmkorff, a German Engineer, working in Paris, gave his name to this high tension coil in 1850. It works on the same principle 

as the spark coil in a car. Most of the coils come from the beginning of the 20th Century. 
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his knees were up to his chin. His elbows were bent and his wrists turned in against his chest 

as though he passionately loved the handles he was holding and he trembled violently from 

head to foot. 

I sat upright in bed, wondering whether I should call father. But at that moment his body 

rolled over by chance and the action caused a tug on the leads so that one of them broke 

away from the terminal. There was a fierce jerk in his limbs as the tension released. He lay 

on his back on the mat exhausted. He was not unconscious; as I might have been if it had 

happened to me, but was so terribly shaken he could have done with another night’s sleep 

to get over it. He gradually got going and caught his train at 5.45 am just the same. 

But to return to our ghosts, Dan had his friend Bill in one night while the others were out 

and the three of us applied ourselves to experiments with homemade radios and such on 

the kitchen table.  

For some reason which we did not understand, Bill grew restless and apprehensive and we 

asked him why. He hesitated. “There are noises”, he ventured at last. “Queer noises… Don’t 

like them”, he said. Dan and I smiled at each other, for they were only sounds we had got 

used to by this time. However, Dan gave me a wink and we decided to pile it on for the fun 

of it. “It’s the family ghost”, he explained to Bill, gazing earnestly into his face, “just a ghost, 

that’s all Bill…he’s always creeping about the place and crouching in corners and that…we 

take no notice of him”.  Bill looked about him apprehensively and peered surreptitiously into 

the corners of the room. Dan laughed at him, gave him a slap on the shoulders, and we 

continued with our experiment. Then… 

Crash!  …it was upstairs. A tremendous crash, nothing more! Bill turned white, stood 

transfixed for a second or two, and then fled the house. Dan dashed after him calling him to 

come back. He ran to the corner as Bill disappeared up Queen Street towards his home, 

away and lost in the night. 

Dan returned and we re-entered the house, then looked at each other with profound 

understanding. We both knew that there was only one thing which could have produced 

that noise. It was one of those two valuable vases which stood on Father’s bookcase in the 

front bedroom! Now those vases were something over two feet high and very precious. 

They were fully ten inches at their widest part and they stood on a ledge only eight inches 

deep, where the lower half of the bookcase was wider than the upper half. It was a silly 

place to perch such large specimens but father insisted on having them there. No doubt they 

looked well but of course you couldn’t attempt to open the glass doors of the upper case 

without first lifting away the appropriate vase. The arrangement was preposterous.  

If we should ask father a question which he could not immediately answer he would 

regularly counter by saying, “There are plenty of books upstairs,” and expected us to go 

straight up there and find the information ourselves. To disobey would rouse his temper and 

father in a temper was a frightening prospect. The whole family were scared that one day 

inevitable would happen - that some of us would forget and open the glass door and knock 

off one of father’s precious vases. Then the whole house would blow up. So when we heard 

the crash you can guess at the kind of apprehension that was passing through our minds. 

When we stood and looked at each other you can see what that look meant. “Have you 

been getting something out of that bookcase?” Dan enquired suspiciously. “No,” I replied 
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with a frightened look. And I hadn’t, then a pause. “Come on,” said Dan resignedly, “let’s 

have a look at the mess!” 

Up the stairs we went and along the landing to the front room, ready to behold the 

shattered fragments and contemplate the row that would ensue when father arrived home. 

Thus we stood disconcertedly in the doorway and looked across the room. To our 

amazement the two vases were intact, standing correctly in their usual place! We searched 

the house bewildered. Nothing was broken, upstairs or down. This time- it really was a 

ghost! 

I said there were three other things worth mentioning in connection with the peculiar 

“hauntings” of that house, the third was this: 

I am sent off to bed again. I go upstairs, really very tired. Dan and I are using the back room 

now, though I cannot remember why. It used to be Evelyn’s room. At the top of the main 

flight, therefore, I turn right and mount the three steps where, at the very edge of the top 

one was the thin bedroom door which opened outwards. As I lift the latch and draw the 

door towards me, candle in hand, a surprising thing happens. The whole dark room is filled 

with the most alarming sounds, a great rumbling and screeching all in one, in sudden 

crescendo, ending with a fearful crash… and silence! In that silence I hear dimly the voices of 

the family about the supper table below. No, they are getting up from the table now and 

clearing the supper things away- while I stand there on the middle of those three steps, 

rooted to the spot. This is the story and I am sticking to it. I can feel the terror of it now. It all 

happened to me just like that. All in a few seconds, I suppose. 

But the next morning at breakfast I asked if anyone had heard an awful noise when I went to 

bed last night. They all turned and grinned at me. “Hear it”, they cried. “You should have 

been here. It was terrible!”  “What was terrible?” I fumbled. “You don’t know then? Why, 

the rope of the clothes-rack broke and the whole thing from the ceiling came down, whack 

on this table here. It broke all the supper things and sent them flying across the room.” So 

that experience was easily explained; no more mystery there. Ah, well never mind. It was a 

spooky house for all that! As for me, I believed in them after a time and decided to test the 

phenomena. Perhaps if I spoke to them they would answer. So I used to try to talk to them 

when the others were out. But I never saw one and none of them ever replied. 

Since we lived right opposite the Wesleyan chapel, and mother could not attend because of 

the organ, and father was religious only by proxy as it were, I was sent across to Sunday 

services both morning and evening and to Sunday school in the afternoon. Dan went 

regularly too and Evelyn attended when she couldn’t escape. We had only been back in 

Millom a few weeks when Young People’s Day came round. This was a time I discovered 

when preachers from the pulpits and teachers in Sunday School made raids on the souls of 

the kiddies with a view to getting “decisions for Christ.” In addition to all the propaganda 

written and spoken there were decision cards distributed at least to all the more promising 

children, including me and I think maybe all the children got one. I had never met this 

before. I was impressed and wanted to be on the side of the angels. So I took the card home 

with me, the words of which I had had read to us several times throughout the day in case 

we were unable to read them for ourselves. Going straight to my bedroom without speaking 

to anybody, I knelt by my bedside to read the words over and over again, praying earnestly. I 

then took a pencil and wrote my name in the place provided, to say that “I sincerely desired 

to be saved from my sins by Jesus Christ and that I determined to serve Him and seek Him as 
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my Friend”, or words to that effect. I signed it and meant it. I never quite got over it. From 

that time forward, however good or bad I may have been- and frequently I was pretty bad- I 

knew that I had pledged to be a follower of Jesus. I was only seven at that! An odd little 

individual, don’t you think? 

We made “bee’s wine” in our house. I think we really believed that the fragments of yeast 

which floated up and down in the clear liquid were a kind of insect. We would add the 

prescribed quantity of sugar daily to “feed” them and watch the fascinating wee creatures 

swim about in their glass bowl. Time would come when we could strain off the sparkling 

fluid and bottle it. This tasted good. But it was rather precious and was measured out to us 

all at about an egg cupful at a time, father and mother accepting a more adult share. 

Sometimes we children might help ourselves to a little extra drop when other backs were 

turned, and that was our happy little secret. I would not be surprised if Evelyn, ever 

resourceful, topped up the bottle from time to time from the cold water tap, so that we 

should not be found out. 

One memorable winter’s night, Dan invited me to go with him to the fair on the Royal Green 

a few hundred yards away. The others were already out and Dan suggested that since the 

night was damp it might be wise to take a drop of bee’s wine to line our stomachs before 

leaving the house. As there were plenty of bottles on the shelf against Christmas and Dan 

felt in generous mood, he poured out a whole cupful for each of us. Being anxious to get 

down to the fair we drank it quickly and made for the swing boats. Dan was wonderful. He 

pulled that rope so hard that we seemed in danger of making a full circle. The man applied 

the brakes at last and we came to a stop. But Dan paid again. It was great! Then we 

dismounted, intending to see what other fun was offered. But when I stood up I found I had 

to hang on. I don’t know what Dan felt like but I felt most queer and next half hour or so I 

cannot recall at all.  What I remember at all clearly is standing by a lamp post, about half-

way between the fairground and our home, with Dan’s arm strongly supporting me while 

the ground seemed to heave and fall away from me in the strangest way. “It must have been 

the bee’s wine,” said Dan, “queer it should do that!” 

I was careful to take less of that attractive drink after that for I found myself being drawn 

more and more into the life of the church. Anyway chapel and Sunday school had a bigger 

place in the lives of church goers in those days. I began to attend a Junior Society Class which 

enabled me to get a better knowledge of the Christian religion, the flavour of more intimate 

corporate worship and the expression of the faith in word and song. It also provided play 

and activities in the company of like-minded children. Thus I suppose, I began to grow in the 

knowledge of the truth, if not in grace. 

Perhaps I was only eight or nine when I got a scooter for Christmas. That was a present, if 

you like! It was no ordinary scooter. Father Christmas had brought me a truly super scooter 

such as the town had never seen before, nor do I think since, nothing as common as putting 

your foot on the ground to push it along. This elegant machine was propelled by means of a 

pedal, chain and ratchet. Boys used to stand on the pavement vigorously pumping one foot 

up and down in jealous imitation as I passed at speed and of course I put my utmost into it. 

One of my delights was to take it to the top of Holborn Hill- there were no brakes- and ride it 

down the one in seven decline as hard as it would go. A pal of mine was passing as I was 

about to do this one day and, like veteran enthusiasts, we discussed the merits of so novel a 

velocipede.  I went so far as to offer him the advantage of riding it down but he judged that 

discretion was the better part of valour. He did, however, suggest that I might give him a 
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pillion ride. So he stood behind me on the board as I pedalled away to a fair start down the 

steep hill. Clearly the thing was not built for this. But it stood up to it all right, and would 

have borne us safely to the foot of the hill if my friend had not taken fright. Mind you, I was 

nervous myself, for with the additional weight we seemed to travel quite half as fast again as 

I usually sped when alone. However, my passenger began to tremble and then sway so that I 

could no longer correct the balance without considerable snaking from side to side. At last in 

spite of frantic yelling at him to relax, because it was perfectly safe, it became impossible to 

continue upright on the two small wheels. All three, driver, passenger and machine took off 

in different directions and ended up sprawled all over the road. The scooter needed several 

new spokes, I sustained multiple bruises and my pal was helped into the doctor’s nearby 

with a fractured arm. 

That friend was a Sunday school associate, as were most of my acquaintances. Almost 

everything except day school centred about the church. Besides the constant services and 

lessons and pray times there were frequent socials. At the socials two games were 

considered outstandingly popular. One was “Dentistry” and the other was “Postman’s 

Knock”. The latter is probably still well known, if not so often asked for today. The former 

was organised by the boys, while the girls pretended they did not know what it was all about 

and were mildly scandalised at its conclusion. The set up was simple enough. The boys 

gathered in one of the side rooms, supposed to be a dentist’s surgery, and the girls queued 

outside in what was supposed to be the waiting room, and taken in one by one. You will 

remember that this was before electric light was adopted by the town. So when the girl was 

seated in the “dentist’s chair” she was asked whether she preferred to have her teeth 

extracted with gas or without. Then her head was drawn back in the customary manner and 

held there while she was kissed by all the boys in turn. The only difference between having 

gas and not was that in the latter case the gas jet was turned out for the operation and the 

kissing done in the dark. 

For postman’s knock it was customary to go out to the “gas cupboard” for the kiss meted 

out by a “blind man”. The gas cupboard was an unlit storeroom about three feet by six in 

which the gas meters were installed. When my turn came I had no idea who awaited me in 

the gas cupboard, but went manfully out hoping it would prove to be somebody I would like 

to get in such a situation. It turned out to a girl called Doris Walker whom I did not 

particularly like, and to my disgust she would not even let me kiss her. So we agreed to 

linger just that appropriate time and depart in the normal manner. She did not get away so 

lightly in the long run for twenty years later we were married. 

I have said that I cared little for things like football and cricket. But by eleven years old, 

though thin, I was growing tall and physically strong. I was indeed becoming something of an 

individual too, or perhaps I was born one, since mother and father were the same.  I 

remember that I was painfully shy, however. Yet I struggled against this because a great urge 

to do well before an audience, an urge which at first felt as early as three or four years old. 

This was when I gave my first recitation at the Band of Hope. It was very brief, and I still 

remember the verses. It ran: 

Two little mice sat on a matchbox. 

One of them cried, “May I see Mary? 

 I’ll never desert you in danger.  
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Your lot I will share”. 

 Just then came Miss Puss round the corner-  

He ran like a hare! 

 

I got an encore which I was able to meet effectively with the following: 

The clocks don’t know their A B C’s  

And so they cannot spell. 

And yet they count much more than I  

And seem to count quite well. 

What good so much counting does 

I’d really like to know. 

Just sending people off to bed 

Before they want to go! 

 

It was exceptionally well received. 

But the success registered somewhere within me and a taste for applause which despite my 

limited talent has never deserted me in all the years. 

Our church put on some excellent plays and sketches, some quite ambitious, and we could 

sport some very fine voices when it came to singing. A baritone like Woodruff or a tenor like 

Sammy Sheldon is too rarely heard in churches these days. Sometimes the Sunday school 

would give a show or present a missionary play, enthusiastically supported by a hall full of 

folk. One year I took the part of some character on the mission field called Lacabanda and 

disgraced myself because I had not the courage to ask to be excused while on the stage 

during rehearsal.  

A great highlight of the yearly round was the Sunday School field day. We called it “Tea-party 

Day” although food and drink were meagre enough. Half the time was spent parading the 

streets. The whole church would turn out behind the Salvation Army band for the occasion. 

The men carried huge heavily embroidered banners, seven or eight feet square, on poles, 

while the bigger boys and girls bore smaller ones and the younger children waved flags. All 

the main streets had to be covered in procession. Sometimes the Town Band would assist 

also if the procession was very long and I well remember the bewilderment of trying to keep 

in step when two bands were almost equidistant and playing independently.  
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That part of our duty completed we would make for a designated field where would be a 

marquee serving drinks and ices, sweets and apples. A bag of buns would be dished out to 

each child and a mug of tea, then perhaps an apple or orange to go home with. There were 

various sports and competitions and possibly some simple entertainment. 

I do not know how old I was when I got my first long trousers, but it was a wonderful 

experience and something to remember for a special reason connected with that same 

Sunday school. Not that I liked having new clothes generally. Indeed, I was very self-

conscious about it. I hated going to be fitted out for them, and still do today to the point of 

pain. But at that time they had to allow for growing, which meant that they were just that 

much too big for one, and very noticeable because the suit one had been wearing would be 

much too small. There was also the fear of soiling and tearing the cloth, which was very 

frightening when money was tight. The situation was helped a little by the shilling which 

father always secretly inserted in one of the pockets. This was ever a cherished discovery. 

When I got my first trousers I wore them the first time on a Sunday, of course.  After Sunday 

school we usually played about for a while in the Sunday school yard before going home. 

The lads thought it good to start jumping from the five foot spiked railings which divided the 

yard from the street. We had done it before often enough and were quite good at it, 

although in fact it was no small feat even to climb them. There was no cross rails but the one 

at the top.   Having reached it, one had to perch, balanced with ones feet pushed between 

the ten inch javelin-like spikes. I though myself rather good at it. So trousers or no trousers I 

must join the others and show myself off. I gained the top and stood perfectly steady, 

proudly, confidently, choosing my own moment to leap to the ground, the moment most 

eyes were drawn towards me. But long trousers have hazards which I had not yet learned to 

allow for, and without me being aware, a spike had found its way inside my trouser leg, with 

the result that when I jumped I crash landed heavily, taking the fall full on my face. I busted 

my nose and my lips, giving great amusement, which I could not see because my eyes were 

blurred, but which I could acutely feel. Even today I can recall the paralysing sting, the taste 

of blood and the bitter mortification.    

But I wasn’t cured. I had the instincts of a showman, as my father did, and now at eleven or 

twelve I was determined to be a strong man like him. He taught me the way. “Climb on to 

my back,” he challenged my classmates at day school. “Another…another…another, hang on 

to my arms. More…more!” I hunched my shoulders and clasped my hands. I was supporting 

seven children of my own age. “More on top! Hang on tight!” Eight, nine…ten. All carried on 

one pair of legs. There was no room, but I felt no great strain. 

There must have been something different about me too; something judicial or remote, 

perhaps, I like to think so, for I can’t say that I was popular. But the other children 

occasionally consulted me as a kind of advisor. I might be brought as a judge to settle an 

argument. They would put to me questions, religious or philosophical. Was it because I read 

such strange books for a young child? Was it because I had an unusual sense of fairness? 

“We’ve been arguing about whether there’s really a Father Christmas”, they volunteered 

one day, and crowded round awaiting my reply. “Fred here says it’s only our father and 

mothers. What do you think?” I voted sagely in favour of Father Christmas and remarkably 

that settled it! 

Father was an inveterate and incurable trader, while Mother was a shrewd business woman. 

My sister was a gifted sales girl, and I? Well, only once, I think, did I go into business on my 
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own account. That was when I found a postal firm which offered to sell me new bicycle parts 

at steeply reduced prices. They may have been inferior but didn’t look it.  So I began to take 

orders from among my friends and passed on the goods to them at only a very little below 

retail prices, allowing enough to cover postages and a very good profit for myself. Problems 

arose when the goods proved unsatisfactory. At times I had to stand the losses myself. So at 

last I preferred to bet on a certainty and closed down shop. 

For some while I had been forgetting or rather choosing to overlook the promise that I 

believed I had made to God so earnestly at seven years old. After all, that was a long time 

ago. One part of me was saying that was when I was a kid, whereas now I was growing up; 

that seven was a fanciful age, and I was now being realistic. But another side knew that the 

antisocial tendencies I began to feel were not me. God, whoever he was, had put his hand 

on ME, and I was his, however much I went the other way. Morbid, some folks would say. 

Then just before I was thirteen, on the twelfth of May, nineteen twenty three, I think it was, 

another seemingly corny religious experience came my way. Like this: 

I came home from school at teatime as hungry as a healthy active boy of twelve can be. But 

mother was not at home. I cast about in my mind for a possible clue to her whereabouts and 

remembered that there was a special function of some kind at the Salvation Army that day. 

Recalling that mother sometimes went there on outstanding occasions I trotted along 

hoping to find her and get her home to look after us.  A meeting in progress and quite a 

number of people there I saw mother sitting somewhere about the middle, and I slipped 

into a seat at the back. But it was not the usual hymn-singing, praying and ranting that I 

expected to find. There was a man visiting the citadel with very special talents who was 

presenting a most interesting programme. It was in fact the then well known Salvation Army 

musician, Tom Plant. He had on the platform an unusually wide and diverse array of musical 

instruments and was demonstrating them with good humour. I was delighted and highly 

entertained. When, however, his famous lecture was finished, the officer in charge made an 

appeal in characteristic Salvation Army style. Then as a chorus was being sung with the 

congregation bowed in an attitude of prayer, a local member came and spoke to me about 

“my soul” and about being a “good soldier of Jesus Christ”. My experience of five years ago, 

that had lurked so stubbornly at the back of my mind, leapt to the fore and I knew that, as 

Christians sometimes put it, “I was not on my own, but was bought with a price, even the 

blood of Christ”. Thus incredible as it may seem, when the man asked, “Wouldn’t you like to 

go out the front as some others are doing?”  I actually went. What makes one do funny 

things like that? I wasn’t a Salvation Army boy anyway. I was a Methodist, and I was already 

supposed to have “given my heart to Jesus” years ago.  If I wanted to “get converted” or 

something, I could go and get it done at my own church. Anyway there was no slightest need 

after signing that decision card at my bedside to do that kind of thing again was there?  Why 

should anyone be expected to make an ass of himself, a public spectacle of himself, by going 

out and kneeling at a Salvation Army penitent form? 

All these thought were passing through my mind, but by this time I was actually kneeling out 

there, having passed my mother on the way. It was a strange experience. Out of the corner 

of my eye I looked either side of me. On my right, my nearest neighbour was a woman I had 

seen about town. She was weeping. Ought I to weep to? I didn’t feel like weeping. I peered 

to my left. On this side was a poor old man, badly dressed. He was weeping too. Weeping 

was evidently the thing to do. Should I try to weep? I could have done it if that was really 

necessary, for I had accomplished the feat more than once when it was to my advantage. 
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But there was something to be said for being different, I thought. So I just knelt there and 

tried to think what I should be thinking. There seemed no hurry. 

Despite all this objective self-awareness I wasn’t putting on an act. I asked myself, what did 

the man say? “Christ is not only the world’s Saviour but your Saviour”.  Yes, that’s what I 

have to remember. It’s quite a thought and I said the words to myself or rather to God, “You 

are not only the world’s Saviour, Lord you are MY Saviour”. Then a man came to speak with 

me in the conventional manner, kneeling by my side. But he was a bit off beam, I thought. 

The things he wanted me to say and do; I had already done before, oh, long before.  

The meeting came to an end at last and mother and I went home together. But after tea I 

went alone to my room and took out my diary- the diary which I regularly forgot to use- 

searched round for some red ink and made an elaborate entry. 

TWELFTH OF MAY 1923, CONVERTED AT SALVATION ARMY BY TOM PLANT.   

CAPTAIN AIRE MADE THE APPEAL 

Then I decorated it round. It filled the whole page and looked lovely. 

Captain Aire was the father of a boy at school, a boy in my own class. I liked the boy and felt 

that after what had happened we should be friends for life. Or if not that, at any rate he 

shows himself grateful to me for patronising his dad’s firm. However, he made nothing of it, 

as though things like this were common enough in his line. In fact his own life was a good 

Christian example, and it is more likely, if the truth be told, that he didn’t like the look of me 

and was too polite to say so.  

A week or so later the Salvation Army having looked down my home address made enquiry 

as to why I had not been present at their services on Sunday. Truth was that I had not really 

thought the thing out, and was rather affronted that they should think I might become a 

member of the Salvation Army. It was only with difficulty that I was able to make them 

accept the fact that I was a Methodist. Then they demanded that I be true to my own 

church, which was fair enough. 

I seem to have spent most of my young days being made to do something already being 

done by someone else in the family. Because my father was a physical culturist, I was made 

at eleven years old to attend the gymnasium which specialised in ropes, dumb-bells, Indian 

clubs and parallel bars. Because my father and brother were in the St. John’s Ambulance 

Brigade, I had to work through the text book and even practice roller bandaging. My brother 

made a special machine for rolling them since we did much of it. Because my sister was 

taking singing lessons, I had, as you have seen, to learn the piano to accompany her. When 

my brother did engineering drawing, I did it too. When he did surveying, I surveyed. When 

he started dabbling in photography I had to learn the mysteries of the dark room. When he 

took up radio- “wireless”, as it was then called- I had to learn about that too, and was well 

drilled in Morse code. We first twiddled with crystals and cat’s whiskers and graduated to 

valves- eight or nine of them all tuned separately, indeed desperately, a complicated 

business. When he became a scouter, I joined the scouts. Even when he went to work at the 
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Ford Motor Company, I had to learn- at least in theory- how to dissect and reconstitute Ford 

cars! There was no end to it. However, it did me no harm
64

. 

The gymnasium was probably just what I needed, since I played so few active games. It was, 

however, chiefly a men’s club. Some of the men were exceedingly good, having had a lot of 

training in the forces. The tutor was an army instructor, I believe.  I learned to climb a rope 

like nothing and do a bit on the rings. The vaulting horse provided a great variety of 

exercises. But parallel bars and high bars were the things we concentrated on. Tall as I was 

for my age, I had to be lifted up for the latter and at first could do nothing but hang on and 

kick. Gradually I learned to perform swings, twists and turns. The general muscular 

development, balance and control it taught me gave a good start when I went on to a higher 

school a year or so later. 

I was always good at drawing, whether formal or free. It meant that I took easily to the kind 

of things my brother was doing in his engineering studies, a branch of knowledge which 

stood me in good stead when I went to work in the mines. Again, the slight surveying 

knowledge he passed on to me was put to almost immediate use in my father’s business, as I 

shall relate later. But the Morse code did me little good for I soon forgot it when I moved 

away from home and transcription became too tedious to allow me to keep up with such as 

came over the radio. 

But Dan also seriously took up Ju-jitsu, diet and all! Thus I became his stooge on which he 

assiduously practiced. Consequently, although I never reduced myself to a diet of rice as was 

advocated in those days by the devotees, I did learn the right way to fall and quickly pick 

myself up again. I also learned some very useful holds and pressure points. Every day I 

practiced chops and straight fingers, hardening my hands on the furniture and doors as I 

passed.  The result was that if any of my school fellows were rash enough to seek a fight, I 

was inclined to dispense with boxing tactics and to the disgust of both opponent and 

bystander, resort to wrestling, if, however, the opponent happened to be unpopular, as was 

often the case, then his consternation and to the crowd’s delight. Sometimes I was shamed 

into using fists, at which I was less adept. 

To be truthful, I didn’t want to fight at all. A boxing match, yes. A friendly scuffle, yes. A free 

for all rough and tumble, great. But let an acquaintance come against me in anger and I was 

so hurt at the very thought of it that all the stuffing was knocked out of me from the outset. 

I would stand up to him, but I wouldn’t hit; only defend myself. I remember a boy who 

insisted on fighting me and for fifteen minutes he laboured to bruise me while I only 

defended myself. By the end of that time he gave up exhausted.  I would not knock down a 

man who was tired. So I merely walked away, with a slightly blackened eye, otherwise none 

the worse. There was only one situation which could be calculated to rouse me and that was 

the sight of someone being persecuted and if I should fly into a temper I could do “murder”, 

until the heat subsided. There was poor old Harry. He was two years older than I, very much 

taller and not exceptionally bright. Harry was less inclined to fight than I. In fact it was quite 

impossible for him, it being utterly foreign to his nature. Therefore Harry was often the butt 

of unfeeling school fellows who thought it great sport to bate a creature so big and helpless. 

                                                           

64 My father having gained this knowledge in childhood put it good use in adulthood. He became expert at repairing his car, could replace valves 

etc and repair our old second-hand TV’s and played the piano to us children without music. (footnote by his son, David) 
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If anger of an enemy had the effect of making me weak and non-aggressive, the same thing 

fairly demoralised Harry. But playful teasing, rudeness, and roughness even physical torture 

only brought from him a feeble pleading that they should be more kind and let him be.  And 

why wouldn’t they? It made me so mad! Then I would fight them, all of them and make 

havoc of the blaggards in my fury or die in the attempt. I take no credit for not wanting to 

fight. It was not an achievement but merely a peculiarity, perhaps a defect, of my makeup. 

I think Billy was the best fighter in Lapstone Road School. He was one of the boys in my 

Sunday School class who along with me plagued the teachers so much that one after the 

other they left. I suppose we were about equal at running, he being best at the short sprint, I 

best at the long run. He always wanted me to fight him; perhaps he held the reputation for 

being the best fighter and it was sometimes doubted. But Billy was a born fighter. He had all 

the instincts. The more he hit the more he was determined to hit back.  He would chase me 

home from school to make me confront him with a fight. I would run, hard and desperately, 

for I didn’t want to fight and it hurt me to think that he should want to pick a quarrel so that 

we should try to damage each other. Having no will to hit him back I knew that I was pretty 

sure to come off worst. 

On one occasion I was surprised to find myself back to fight another unknown quantity, 

David Britton. He was a big, well built, fair complexioned boy who was said to be an 

unusually hard fighter. But we had no reason to dislike each other. So we shaped up to each 

other in the approved manner, fenced a bit and having hit each other lightly, decided we’d 

had enough. He was a great fellow and we walked away arm in arm or rather with arms 

about each other’s shoulders. I think we each discerned that the little group surrounding us 

had only engineered the affair for their own entertainment. 

But one day I caught Sammy Glue and his gang on his own ground. This could be bad, almost 

as bad as an upper class boy from Leamington Spa walking alone through the back streets of 

East London’s, Stepney. First they cleverly cut off my retreat so that it was trapped with 

three or four boys on one side and three or four on the other. Then Sammy came up and 

pulled my tie as an opening gambit. Next I thought he might tighten it round my neck. There 

would be no escape; I would have to fight to survive. 

This was the situation where the ju-jitsu must be brought into play with a vengeance. But I 

was reluctant to take the offensive. He must start first. We faced each other and he put up 

his fists. This was the moment- I’d step forward, take him by the right wrist and force it 

upwards; at the same time grasp him by the throat with my left hand and force him back 

over my thigh until he begged to be let go. In his extremity he’d call the others off, I thought. 

I said above, “This was the moment”. It was! For without waiting for me to raise a hand he 

made a pretend lunge, so that I instinctively stepped back. But a boy had by prior 

announcement placed himself behind my heels in a crouching position, so that I did a 

backward somersault over him and landed in a heap on the ground.  They must have done 

this before dozens of times but I had never met the like before. It seemed singularly un-

British. But by the time I had got over my hurt surprise and picked myself up not a member 

of the gang was to be seen. I had more respect for Sammy Glue after that, at any rate when 

he had friends around him. This was down the Bottom of Wellington Street.  

It was at a corner of Wellington Street and Queen Street that one of incurably unemployed 

always stood. Hour after hour, day after day, even year after year, in the same old 
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mackintosh that reached down to his ankles, summer and winter alike. So when a heat wave 

came, lasting several weeks and getting hotter and hotter, one of the jokes about town was 

that he would at last by an instinct for survival be compelled to take his coat off and reveal 

his splendidly emaciated physique. There were bets on it. One especially hot day it was put 

out that we were all invited to the “unveiling”.  It was just a laugh of course. The rumour 

went about that he really had been forced to discard his tattered coat and that nothing was 

found beneath it but two dry sticks with a pair of shoes attached! 

Clarence and I used to employ some of our spare coppers sending off answers to 

advertisements just for the entertainment we obtained from the replies received. We wrote 

to a firm in France which offered a course in hypnotism apparently free. But what an 

intriguing brochure! I still remember the address. It was the Institute of something or other, 

9 Rue de I’sle, Paris. For the price of that one stamp we got endless communications from 

them, telling us all that could be done with hypnotism including a supplementary course on 

post-hypnotism which would be restricted to adult applicants only. 

No secrets were given away in the brochure or correspondence but the possibilities held out 

to us were very exciting indeed. We could have the whole lot with a money back guarantee, 

including the means to persuade rich people to sign cheques in our favour, for the paltry 

sum of twelve guineas. Needless to say my criminal instincts and imagination were 

stimulated and fanned by the descriptions given of fantastic power over the minds and 

actions of others. 

Almost every communication from the firm after the first, offered a reduction of fees. It 

came down to as low as five pounds. But that was just as far removed from a schoolboy of 

the great depression as was the original twelve guineas and it seemed that the exotic boons 

waiting to be bestowed upon our eager must be forever beyond us.  

Little did I know that in the years to come I should make a study of such things and come to 

know much of what there is to know about them and would practise hypnosis in the 

treatment  of people in their need. I am able now to make an assessment of that brochure 

to see where it exaggerated, where we allowed ourselves to be misled, and how cleverly this 

firm titillated our mean desires to be possessed of the guarded secrets which could place our 

fellow creatures in thrall. 

I had a curious experience which some more sceptical would dismiss as coincidence, but 

which impressed me so profoundly that I have never been able to dislodge the original 

impression from my mind. I was when my grandma was ill and I had been entrusted with the 

key of the front shop so that I could let myself in when mother and father were taking their 

turn to sit with her. As so often I went for a walk with Clarence who, though four years older, 

made as few friends as I did. Our friendship lasted over a space of seven years and we were 

very much together. Though well built and capable, he was somewhat effeminate in outlook 

and manner. He was a good pianist and read endless historical novels. We talked a lot, 

laughed a lot, walked a lot, and romped a lot. One of our favourite haunts was the 

sandbanks at Haverigg, that small village to the south west of the town. There were miles of 

beach, miles of sandbanks. Hills and hollows held together by deliberately imported rushes 

and marram grass, which grew abundantly. This particular evening after tea, we went out to 

Haverigg and enjoyed a really good time, running and leaping and rolling together on these 

glorious endless sand banks. As darkness fell we turned to go home together. Then coming 

to his road we parted and I went on alone. When I arrived at the shop door, however, and 



59 

 

thought to produce the key and let myself in, the key was not there! I searched every pocket 

to no avail. Gradually and with growing horror the truth seeped through to me that I had lost 

it! This was alarming. I recalled the stern lecture my father had given me about looking after 

it when he handed it over. “There’s a lot of value in that shop you know. Not only valuable 

to us. There are things belonging to other people, the articles taken in pledge which they will 

want back, pledges of clothes and jewellery worth a great deal of money and irreplaceable. 

If someone sees you drop this key they might pick it up and use it. Now mind what I say”. 

I was filled with fear and in my agony I prayed, yes prayed! There in the darkness, on the 

pavement, on the corner of Queen Street and Lord Street. I had no reason to think that my 

life was such that it deserved that God should hear and answer me. I had simply come to 

believe that I somehow belonged to Him, though my whole life might be filled with things 

which He abhorred.  I was praying in desperation. Life had suddenly become intolerable to 

me unless God answered that prayer.  Thus I flung myself on Him, as it were, as one might 

fling oneself on to a log when swept over the cataracts. 

It was clear that the key must have been lost on those night-wrapped sand banks. But it 

would be the height of foolishness to go now, back over that one and three quarters of a 

mile from the village and beach, and then out upon that wilderness of shifting sand. Even in 

daylight a key dropped there would be quickly swallowed up and never found again unless 

one saw where it disappeared. The sky was overcast and the night was black, but I had 

prayed and now some action must be taken, however unlikely the result. I couldn’t face 

father and was in misery while I waited for the retribution to fall upon me. I would run like 

Elijah fleeing from Jezebel in Jezreel.  Flee to Beersheba and out into the wilderness; fling 

myself under a juniper tree or whatever there might be and wish that I could die. 

So I ran. Ran and walked and ran again, “scout-pace” fashion, so that in twenty minutes I 

was approaching the sand banks, anxious and panting; a wild, frightened feeling welling up 

within as though life was about to overwhelm me, yet praying still. I was trusting in prayer 

and trusting in God. How acutely children can suffer; how wholeheartedly believe!  

I was pressing over the sandbanks now, stumbling, slipping, falling in the darkness, trying 

hopelessly to follow the route Clarence and I had so carelessly taken together. But what was 

the use? Overwhelmed by the futility of it all I dropped on my knees in a hollow where a 

steep sandy bank towered twelve or fifteen feet above me. The lights of Askam and Barrow- 

in- Furness winked at me across the estuary; the waves splashed quietly two hundred yards 

away catching their reflection and all was still. I was dreadfully alone- alone with God. I 

prayed again, now more calmly, reconciled to my fate and plunged my hands into the soft 

sand as I had so often done before on the beach. I grabbed a big handful of it to cast away in 

a gesture. But even as the loose grains began to slip away through my fingers I felt 

something hard, and as I let the remainder go, I found the key in my hand!   

There in that hollow, in the deep darkness of an autumn night, in the gentle whispering of 

the polished rushes, I made a queer, childish pact with God-  

 “I would never cease to pray and to believe in prayer”. 
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CHAPTER  5 

When at last the war
65 

was ended, prices dropped suddenly. The Great War effort was over, 

people were disillusioned and losses had been heavy. Everything flagged and soon it was 

clear that industry and commerce were sinking into recession. Unemployment set in and the 

Great Depression was upon us. The fathers of some of the boys I knew never worked again 

for fifteen terrible years. People had money for nothing but the bare necessities. People 

were undernourished and thinly clad. Influenza came and took off yet more of the 

population. Historians speak of the Depression lasting three of four years but the effects 

lasted much longer. I don’t know much about the prices of things during the war and after, 

for I find myself confused with the price changes which occurred during that difficult period. 

I do remember during the war getting a beautiful vanilla slice each week out of my pocket 

money for three pence, which was a dear enough. I remember rabbit skins went up to a 

shilling and sixpence and even much higher for a short time. Taking a labourers wage as 

about fifty shillings compared with four hundred shillings today, the equivalent price of a 

rabbit skin must be twelve shillings (60p) in today’s terms. But able bodied people could 

supplement their fuel by buying coke cheaply. It was practically a waste product of the 

manufacture of gas in those days. You went with your sack to the local gas works where a 

man weighed it up in a big scoop before your eyes and poured it into your sack which you 

then hoisted up onto your shoulder or carried away on a truck. It was in half hundred weight 

lots at nine pence a time, rising later to two shillings. It was very good value for money. But 

money was in short supply. 

Things were worse in the North and Wales than in most parts.  

South Cumberland was declared a black spot. If people had no work and no money to spend, 

what was the use of having a shop? Clothing and furniture were among the last things to be 

thought of when stomachs were empty. If you were tempted to think that this kind of 

situation must make a heyday for pawnbrokers you would be mistaken. People like those 

about us, having no future in sight, either let their pledge run out and had nothing more to 

pledge, or dare not even out their goods to pledge knowing that they could never redeem 

them again and never replace them either and when unredeemed pledges were put up for 

sale there were few buyers and prices had to be slashed.  

As father used to say, “I’ve got tons of stock, enough to make me wealthy, if only I could turn 

it into money. My shelves are full but when you’re hungry you can’t fill your belly with a suit 

of clothes or a diamond ring.” He’d been used to finding that everything he touched turned 

to money. Always optimistic he had built for success, for expansion, for advancement. We 

began to see that he had thought too big, stocked too heavily, and now…in the changed new 

climate, in the strong, chill winds of rapid deflation; the more he sold the more he lost. Yet 

to stop selling spelt bankruptcy. To sell meant losing more than he gained, but not to sell 

spelt suicide. Many resorted to suicide, like the owner of the shop opposite, who hanged 

himself. Father’s worry rapidly made an old man of him. He got into the habit of trying to 

shield his family from the knowledge of the worse of his reverses. The point came when not 

even his mother knew how deeply he had sunk into debt. Always hoping for a break in the 

clouds, never able to believe that he was financially done for, holding on when he might 

have cut his losses. 

                                                           

65 World War I (1914-1918) 
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It is easy to condemn him now, looking back. It was not easy for a man like him to do 

anything different. The result was hard on all of us, since the things we had been used to, 

especially up to the middle of the war, were no longer available to us. But it was mother 

who took the heavy end of the burden as father went on trying this and that. Other would 

draw the dole in their misery but even as a last resort this was denied the self employed 

man. We found ourselves so much in need of a few coppers that I was sent to the firm at 

which father had once been manager in his young days, with a box of pawnbroker’s pins to 

sell. These were used to pin the tickets onto parcels of goods taken in pledge so that they 

could be identified by the serial number. But I returned with them. They would not buy. The 

pins they were using were rustless, ours were not. Perhaps they did not know I was hungry. 

Father was not slow to open out in new directions. He became an auctioneer, bought and 

sold furniture, opened a second-hand furniture display hall, previously known as Sheldon’s 

Auction Rooms, in Wellington Street. He set up as a house and estate agent. Took on rent 

collecting, debt collecting. Advertised as a process server. Got an agency with an insurance 

firm. All the time things got worse and worse, tighter and tighter. But you cannot say he did 

not try. 

Throughout these troubles he remained determined that I should go to Millom Secondary 

School, what we might call the grammar school and so get a good education. He wanted Dan 

to do that but he would not, simply because he had heard that it was snobbish to be a pupil 

there. It was a pity that Dan felt like that as he probably would have done well, even if he 

had to be paid for. For father could have better afforded it then, as when my turn came in 

another seven years. 

Now it seemed imperative that I win a scholarship. So my parents made an appointment to 

see the head master of Lapstone Road School where I was still attending. Old Shardlow
66,

 the 

schoolmaster who used to cane me every day for the good of his health and of my long 

division sums, had now retired and another younger man had taken his place. Mr Morton, 

the new head, just did not favour me sitting the scholarship. He maintained that I quite 

lacked the ability, being sixth in a class of thirty. Upon this my mother was outraged and 

called it victimisation. “That Morton is only thinking of his own son. He’s afraid our Eddie will 

take his place,” she averred bitterly and father who had been buffeted enough already, 

merely went horribly silent. 

Mother could not be expected to know how unjust her judgement was. The son referred to, 

Jim Morton, was a classmate of mine and the brainiest boy in the school. But if the head 

would neither recommend, coach, nor advise me, there seemed nothing more we could do. 

In mother, however, the bitterness characteristically turned to resolve. Cost what it may, 

and as little as we could afford it, to Secondary School I should go. We’d show that Morton 

man! 

Thus I became a fee-paying pupil at the best school for twenty miles, and did little to 

deserve it. I was of course given endless admonitions and injunctions to work hard, 

especially in view of the very real sacrifice involved by the whole family.  All of this I took 

with the utmost seriousness and with the best intentions. I made many promises and 

                                                           

66 (1901 Census) Harry Dunbar Shardlow ( born 1856 in Nottinghamshire) lived in Lapstone Road probably in a school house with his wife, three 

children, sister in law and a domestic servant.  
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expressed my enthusiastic desire to apply myself diligently. But I’m afraid that at that time it 

was not given me to study assiduously. Perhaps I was what one would call a late developer. 

Certainly I was a dreamer. But I loved people and animals and the countryside. I liked to 

catch the mood and atmosphere of things, with time to ponder. Loved to pit my strength 

against the wind and storm and tide and to drink in the sunshine and the good sea air and 

feel the sting of frost in my nostrils. It all involved subjects not immediately associated with 

those dealt with by teachers of those days. So I sat and dreamed, gazing out of the school 

window until brought back abruptly by tutorial rebuke. 

True I had lived very much in a dream world for some time. To my one or two friends- to 

Gracie
67

, and to a boy at school, and another whom I met sometimes- I would relate my 

imaginary adventures; futuristic science fiction stuff most of it. 

I pretended that I had invented a remarkable space ship and could fly at phenomenal speeds 

all around the universe. It was capable also of drilling through the earth at lightening speed, 

the rocks and soil dissolving instantly before us, and either leaving a tunnel or filling in 

behind according to the control settings. I spent much time making extensive drawings of its 

various parts and of the layout of the control panels. I knew exactly what knobs, sliders and 

leavers could be used to adjust all the required movements and thought up ideas as to the 

principles on which it worked. For instance, when travelling along the ground or through the 

earth, and even when passing through the sea or sky, it slid along effortlessly by means of 

special frictionless surface – a new metal surrounded with a thin electronic field – a refined 

version of our present day hovercraft, or magnetic suspension. This same electronic field 

enabled it to resist any forces which it might encounter and so push its way against any 

obstacle as required, while another field could make the machine and its contents invisible. 

Many were the stories of adventure I thought up and related of travels with that astounding 

vehicle. 

Another series of tales were about a kind of superman. Of course, in my thoughts, I was that 

superman. Another set of stories provided me with a “Seeing Machine”. It projected a kind 

of invisible eye- at least that was the effect of it. But the “eye” was composed of nothing but 

the node of some kind of electrical force which could be directed to any point in space. Then 

from that point, by careful and expert adjustment of the knobs on the panel in my room, I 

could see in any direction I wished to turn the electronic eye. 

My favoured friends enjoyed the stories and pestered them for the next instalment. They 

were a good deal cheaper than buying one of the many boys’ magazines available in those 

days, which they could ill afford to buy. I have no doubt, as I look back on my prolific 

productions of that period, that a modern psychiatrist would have a great time and very 

little difficulty analysing these accounts and exposing my many defects, foibles and 

inconsistencies. I have little doubt, also, that my retreat into these dream worlds resulted 

from the unconscious pressures I suffered due to the difficulties my parents were passing 

through. 

My friend Clarence was a great help to me. But he had a sister who was much older than he 

was and lived away from home. When she returned from time to time she regularly brought 

him presents- wine to drink and reefers to smoke. I had no idea what drug the latter 

                                                           

67 Gracie Robertshaw daughter of Edward’s Aunt Louie (née Mitchell)  
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contained, but I was now beginning to take great care of my own mental and physical 

fitness, what with scouts and gymnasium and all that. I’d heard that you could so easily 

become dependent on such things and that if that happened you were liable to go downhill 

fast and not be able to stop. So I refused the reefers, thank God, and I disliked the wine quite 

as much as I detested the novels he read, which often related in some details to the 

immoralities of the period in which they were set. 

But if I did not work at school or enjoy historical novels, I nevertheless did read. To begin 

with I possessed the normal boy’s curiosity about sex, although I was not ingenious or 

courageous enough to satisfy it in the way of some. But as father so often said to us, “There 

are plenty of books upstairs if you want to know anything.” So I did as I was told. After all, it 

was information I felt the need of, rather than experiment. Upstairs I went and picked out 

the “Household Physician”. Now I just don’t know how I would react if I held that book in my 

hands today. It must surely seem very dated and inadequate. But in 1921 it was almost the 

latest large, popular treatment on the shelves of the ordinary layman.   It was a huge 

volume, well bound, well illustrated, and quite four inches thick. I turned the pages with 

quickening interest, examined at some length the pictures which intrigued me the most and 

then started at the beginning and read every chapter, every word- frequently turning to a 

dictionary- to the very end, with care. Every new organ which was mentioned in the text I 

located on one or other of the special overlapping diagrams at the end. To me these were 

very wonderful. They consisted of a coloured drawing of a naked man and another of a 

naked woman. But you could lift the skin away by raising the first layer on a hinge, to reveal 

the muscle layers beneath. Then these could be lifted in turn to reveal the ribs, which could 

then be removed to display the internal organs. Lungs, liver, stomach, bowels, could all be 

raised separately.  To me it was something sacred; it gave me a strange sensation of power. 

Its investigation gave me an unaccountable feeling of guilt, like the first revelation of sex in 

the Garden of Eden. I would not want to be seen reading it; therefore it had to be done 

when others were out. It was a tremendous experience; and I read it all so assiduously that 

at twelve years old I believe I could confidently have delivered a baby- an opportunity that 

never came my way. 

More of this predilection for knowledge of humans was satisfied in my thirties when I was 

attached to a hospital and was able to follow a study of nursing, anatomy, medicine and 

psychology and even a practice a little psychiatry, a study which gave me immense pleasure 

and satisfaction without my earlier sensation of guilt. I joined a society for medical and 

pastoral practice and regularly attended conferences at Cambridge for medical men, 

psychiatrists and others. But as a child there were other considerable books I read, even 

more unlikely fodder, such as Stone’s Justices Manual
68

 and the like. For along with all the 

other peculiarities I had mild criminal aspirations.  I thought I might go in for burglary, 

forgery, blackmail or something. With this in mind I read all I could about libel and so forth 

as well as things like locks and keys. I made careful examination of my father’s safe, both 

inside and out, uncovering the workings and learning how they moved. I collected many 

hundreds of signatures, famous and ordinary, familiar or otherwise, and copied them until I 

could reproduce them accurately with facility and speed. Learned how to handle firearms 

and throw a knife. I practised running along the top of walls and over roofs at night. Oh, yet 

and how to pick a pocket. 
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Hence it also behoved me to know the law that was on father’s shelves, as were other books 

of law and for the rest I could go to the town reference library. At first I consulted only those 

which might arise out of crimes I fancied myself taking part in. But pursuit drew me on and I 

realised than an acquaintance with the law could be useful in all kinds of situations. So 

having read about murder, larceny, marriage and divorce, I went onto property, litigation, 

wills and the like. There were summaries of particularly difficult cases, one suggesting this 

judgement and another suggesting that, I found these quite fascinating to follow. 

The classics and the stuff they call “literature” I had no desire for, apart from the popular 

poems and a few children’s books. And if there was a book which everybody was supposed 

to have read, I would not touch it with a barge pole. Because of this foolish attitude I didn’t 

even read the “Pilgrims Progress” which was found in every Christian home. I missed out on 

quite a lot of lasting pleasure because of this and have never caught up. 

However, I learned to read, thank goodness, really to read, and to concentrate on a subject, 

and with a purpose, which a great many children fail to achieve so early in life. But grammar, 

French, history and geography were anathema. They almost made me sick. “And do you like 

school?” they would ask. My answer was always the same: “Yes, schools all right. But I like 

holidays better!” 

I could always draw and I could manage a composition if the subject caught my interest. But 

my writing was shocking. Teachers could not understand how one who could use a pencil so 

well to draw lines so straight and rings so round should make so crude an attempt at writing, 

or how one who could read and write with fair ability should be so atrocious at spelling. 

Neither did I improve. I well remember my last school report when I came away at sixteen, 

which commented: “The pupil’s bad spelling and disgraceful writing are a disadvantage to 

him in all his written work”. 

For one thing I was left handed. So much so that I found I could write backwards as easily as 

front wards. That is, I could write from right to left with the same facility as others write 

from left to right. This I did with my left hand, and so through a mirror the writing looked the 

same as when I wrote from left to right with my right hand. As an adult, today, my signature 

written normally with my right hand is identical with my signature written with my left hand 

when observed through a mirror. But there was a slight malady associated with this facility 

also. I had a compulsion to write some letters, especially capitals, backwards, even with my 

right hand. It is, of course, a defect well-known among educationalists. In my case, however, 

the reason for it may not be far to seek. I categorically diagnose it as due almost entirely to 

the kindness and indulgence of my grandfather
69.

 

From seven years old I spent much of my time watching granda at work in his shoemaker’s 

shop. And knowing how much I enjoyed drawing, he carefully preserved many of the 

window bills he had on display for one thing and another; so that when I entered his shop I 

could kneel on a bench and draw on the back of these to my heart’s content. It was a great 

delight to have all this space to draw on in day when paper was at a premium with the war 

on70.  What more natural than to break off from time to time from drawing freely and 

follow the lines of the lettering which showed through the thin paper. Every letter so neat 
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and lovely- every letter the wrong way round! A few years later this display of posters in 

granda’s shop gave me a benefit of quite another kind but which carried a snag. For in return 

displaying these posters regularly week by week for the local cinema my grandfather was 

given two permanent passes to the cinema which had two different shows a week, and one 

day to my delight and wonderment he made a present of them. From that time onwards I 

went to the pictures with Clarence twice a week. The lady at the ticket office and the ushers 

at the door got so used to seeing us that in time they didn’t even ask to see our pass. 

Everything in the garden was lovely until the arrival of a new manager who wanted to know 

how it came about that two haughty boys with the look of ownership on their faces passed 

through without buying tickets. Then it transpired that the cinema had cut out the display of 

posters at the end of the war and the pass had been withdrawn six months before. It altered 

our whole way of life. We rarely went to the pictures after that. The price was exorbitant by 

comparison with the price we had been used to paying! Fresh air was cheaper. 

Cost of things was a worry to everybody as money grew yet scarcer. During the coal strike I 

remember watching a cat walking on the roof of a high house, a small crowd gazing up at it 

as the poor thing kept on going to the edge and gazing over as though it would commit 

suicide. Someone cracked a joke saying that it must be because, due to the strike there was 

no fire at home. It was a three story building, but the wretched animal persisted in 

stretching out over the spout to touch the wall below. At last it jumped. The height was such 

that we had ample time to see the movements of its poor body as it fell. Though they say a 

cat always falls upon its feet, this certainly did not! It turned and fell on its back and was 

killed providing an amusing story with a touch of acid in it. 

Two very genteel ladies-old ladies they seemed to me-used to visit our shop, calling every 

few weeks to see what antiques we had to offer. They always made a fuss of me, too much 

for my liking in fact. On one such occasion I saw them talking to my father while furtively 

eying me. One might have thought they were negotiating to buy me.  I hung around in 

nervous silence while father went for a private talk with mother. The ladies tried once to 

engage me in conversation but I did not respond freely.  Then mother and father returned 

together and became affable with our two valued customers and it soon became evident 

that something important had been fixed up. At last I was made to face the two “old” ladies. 

It was agreed that I was to go with them to their home in Lowick, beyond Gawthwaite Moor, 

in the region of Ulverston, where they were expecting a nephew of my own age from 

Normandy. As I was supposed to be learning French and he could speak a little English and 

could be very lonely in such a remote place, they would take me to live with them for a few 

weeks. Their hope was that I would be very kind and patient with the poor boy and that 

from me he would be able to pick up some very good English. This latter observation must 

have been quite beside the mark and utterly out of charity, for the two ladies proved to be 

retired school teachers and bound to know better. True I had lost most of my dialect words 

by then but my accent must have been so broad that a southerner would hardly have 

recognised it as English. Although when I spoke with care my syntax may not have been too 

terrible, there is no doubt that there were many gaps, for I still have difficulty today. 

However, I went with them to their beautiful home with the splendid view. A view which 

they lamented was soon to be spoiled by the building of another dwelling which they had 

tried in vain to prevent. Living with these maiden ladies was very different from living at 

home with mother. They were very precise and particular. I certainly had to mind my P’s and 

Q’s and see that everything was put back in its appointed place and that I didn’t come 

indoors with mud on my boots. I dutifully did my best to chum up with their unexciting 
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nephew and tried hard to understand him and talk with him a lot. I was careful with my 

manners, as mother had urged upon me, but I had to watch very hard to find the right thing 

to do, especially at table, for it was a very different world I was in. 

I have no doubt the experience did me good. I have valued the lessons I have leant in that 

strange company. Apart from the companionship I don’t think I really had much to offer the 

little French boy. I wonder, as I write about it, what could be the real reason for their seeking 

the arrangement. It could hardly be because they fell for my big dark eyes. Perhaps the 

game of teaching English to their nephew was merely a ruse by which they contrived to do 

me and my parents a good turn when times were so hard for us. Certainly they were a very 

kind pair. And my, was the food good! What a mixture some of us are! One day reading and 

thinking with a view of a criminal career, another day with no thought of it sitting with two 

maiden ladies and their inhibited little nephew, and the next with a heart opening to forces 

believed to have spiritual origin.  

Then there was Clarence a special friend. With Clarence I went racing over the sands which 

border the Duddon Estuary, sands which are completely covered at high tide. I was running 

very hard and he was chasing me, just for sheer joy of the invigorating air in such a wide 

open, still and lonely place.  He was a good runner, but I could widen the distance given 

time. I was now about fifty yards in the lead. Then without warning the sand began to quiver 

and soften. I wheeled to change my course, but within three more steps I had sunk to my 

knees. The truth hit me. These were the notorious sinking sands. There were stories of men 

with their horse and carts being swallowed in minutes in this region while trying to cross the 

estuary at low tide. I struggled. But by now I could not lift one foot out without the other leg 

sinking several inches deeper. It was fortunate that I remembered having heard men say 

what was to be done in such a situation and that in my consternation I had the presence of 

mind and self control to do it. Without a moment to spare I flung myself backwards, flat on 

the water laden sand, spreading my jacket and arms so that the maximum displacement 

might prevent me sinking lower. I remained quite still for several seconds to let the water 

sink through the sand again and get my breath back and calm myself. I moved my head a 

little to see where Clarence was and found him calling to me and trying to find an area of 

firm sand by which he could come to me. So I begged it him to stay where he was. Then very 

slowly I took the weight from my left leg by muscular effort and at great strain raised it inch 

by inch to the surface. It was slow work at first, but little by little I was able to draw my leg 

completely out and lay it gently on the sand. Another rest, a settling of the waters, then I 

slowly achieved the same result with the other leg. Yet another rest, then I began to roll, 

lying full length, until I arrived at the feet of my good friend and knew I had reached terra 

firma again. There was really nothing he could have done but go for help. The nearest help 

was over a mile away across very rough ground and many waterways. If he’d gone and  I had 

continued to struggle as people do, I should have disappeared long before he got out of 

sight. As we walked from that dreadful place, supporting each other arm in arm I was 

shaking from head to foot and he was as pale as the moon. A refrain was passing through my 

brain interminably. Ah, yes:  “From sinking sands He lifted me.” It is a hymn which ever since 

has possessed for me a strong emotional appeal! 

Of course it was not all pain and misfortune either in social contacts, school or at home. 

Within the family we enjoyed jokes and played and sang a lot. Father would sing an old song,  

“Come up in my balloon, 
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We shall be starting soon, 

Come up and see the moon, 

The fare is half a crown. 

Sit and hold on tight 

And you’ll go up all right. 

But I can’t promise 

How you’ll come down!” 71 

 

And mother would sing,  

Skating, skating. 

I wouldn’t mind at all 

If I had roller skates 
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On places where I fall… 

Poor old Flo, down I go,  

On the same place every time.  

 

Then father would sing again. “When father papered the parlour, you couldn’t see Pa for 

paste…” And Dan would sing. “Dan, Dan, the dirty man; washed himself in a frying pan.” 

Then Evelyn would follow with a verse which ended with the words, “Go and tell your Aunt 

Maria, Babies got a tooth”. After that we’d graduate to some of the then modern things 

which came in after the war.  

We’d play games like draughts, chess, cards, snakes and ladders, tiddly-winks, blow football, 

indoor croquet, dominoes and such. At school we played cockaloram, in which we divided 

into two parties, one party bending down in a row against the wall, each head placed under 

the behind of the one in front. Then the others would take it in turns to leap upon their 

backs as far forward as possible, one after the other until all were supported. At which point 

the first to leap put up his hand either with thumb raised for “Cock”, or pointing down for 

“Loram” and the first of those bending must guess which by calling reply. To fail meant that 

the same team must bend down again for another turn. The same game is still played, I 

believe.  

Or we’d play “Sheep, come over.” Again two teams, one being “sheep” and the other 

“wolves”.  This time a “den” was marked on the ground. The wolves would call the sheep in 

the shepherd’s voice: “Sheep, sheep come over”. They’d reply, “I’m afraid.” “What of?” “The 

wolf.” “The wolf isn’t coming out tonight. Sheep, sheep, come over.” And with this 

assurance from the supposed shepherd, they’d come, and be scattered by the wolves, and 

perhaps caught and put in the “den”. The game was completed when all were caught. Then 

the roles were reversed. But one sheep passing into the den and out again without being 

caught could free any others capable of making their escape! 

Where only one or two had to be chosen for some part in a game, such as in Blind-man’s 

Buff or in the game of “Tig”  some sort of  rhyme was used. Each of the number was pointed 

to as each stressed syllable was uttered. Sometimes it would be a well known nursery 

rhyme. A favourite was- My mother said I should never play with gypsies in the wood. If I 

did, she would say,  naughty boy to disobey. Rhymes like this were called a “dip” and were 

usually ended with the phrase O-U-T spells out. Not infrequently we heard a dip called 

“Eeny-meeny”. It went, I blush to say, “eeny-meeny miney mo, sit the baby on the po’. 

When it’s done, wipe its bum. Show its mummy what’s it done.”  As you see loftiness and 

elegance were not necessarily looked for. 

Often we had cause to laugh at one another within the family but most frequently at dear 

old Grandma, how easily that good soul could be taken in, either by herself of by another. 

She was always complaining that her cat could not be trusted when her back was turned. 

“Drat that cat!” she exclaimed as she re-entered the living room, “Its on the table again.” 

With which she picked up a stick and whanged the thing off the table. Unfortunately, her 

eyes being dim, it was not the cat but her teapot which she sent flying. On another occasion 

a man called at her door begging to be given something. “I’ve walked all the way from 
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Ireland,” he declared, not very plausibly. But Grandma’s heart was immediately touched. 

“Poor man,” she replied, handing him a precious sixpence, “You really must be tired, poor 

man!”  And when my brother announced to her that he was going to have a swim in the sea 

she warned him in her charming Cornish speech, 

 “Now mind what ‘e be doin’ of, wain’t ‘e! Lor’, if ‘e should com ‘ome drowned, my boy, your 

father’ll kill ‘e most!” 

We were a close knit family on my mother’s side, due I think to our living so close together in 

our neat little town. We all went to one or another of the two little chapels, the United 

Methodists or the Wesleyans, although they were in two separate circuits in those days and 

each secretly despised the other mildly, we were all Methodists and worked fairly close 

together. The Wesleyans were best at concerts and things, the Uniteds best at evangelistic 

missions and prayer meetings. At least once in a year you could expect the latter chapel to 

invite some evangelist along to spend a week holding special services in the church. Mother 

and I would always go to them, despite the fact that our church was the Wesleyan.  

These missions contributed much to my religious awareness and ever before that strange 

idea that I would have to be a Christian- that I belonged to God, and if God ever wanted me 

to do anything for Him, and made the matter sufficiently clear to me, so that I couldn’t deny 

it- then I should have to respond, whatever it was. I believed somehow that He had made 

me His and His forever, for time and eternity. There was no Christian flowering or 

development in me that I can remember, although at thirteen or fourteen, I was still 

attending a Sunday school class. It was a very bad one too, in the sense that the teacher was 

not sufficiently competent for that age group. Teacher after teacher was appointed and 

teacher after teacher left in dismay. Mr Huggins, the superintendent, owned a big clothier’s 

shop in Newton Street. He was a sober, practical and capable leader and was no doubt hard 

put to find the right person to deal with this difficult class. We had graduated from an upper 

junior class led by a Mr Ivey. This Edwin Ivey was a gingery, sharp featured man who worked 

at the Co-op. We found him a very good and likeable teacher who took great pains to keep 

us boys interested in the prepared subject. He dished out sweets generously too. Perhaps 

we objected to our promotion when the time came, since it meant being moved from his 

class. But our new teachers just didn’t have a clue. One of them, a peaky young man in his 

thirties, we lifted up and sat on a high window ledge, threatening that we would go away 

and leave him up there if he didn’t sit quiet till the session was over! But he kept on fussing 

and threatening so we left him there. Thus he was found to be missing when the time came 

to return to main hall, and his pitiful cries brought the Sunday school officers to his aid. 

Of course, we were all pretty big fellows. But there came a man at last who could just about 

hold us. His name was Bill Stainton. He accomplished this by introducing religious novels 

which we read and studied together. Stories like the “Ten Commandments” and “Ben Hur 
72
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which were in vogue just then. 
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I got my first introduction to Methodist Trustees at this time. Somehow, the church hall was 

locked against us when we arrived for our Scout meeting and for once the leader was late. I 

was patrol leader and my patrol was the first to arrive. I felt justified in the circumstances to 

do my best to find a way in. This was not difficult for me, for I was strong and active and had 

even thought about such things. I saw it as a chance to show what I could do. So I quietly left 

the others, made my way to the back of the premises, scaled a wall and climbed to the roof 

where I knew, from what I remembered inside, there was a fan light with a susceptible 

fastening. With my strong scout pocket knife I prised the catch, lifted the glass panel and 

climbed inside. Having dropped to the floor, I calmly made my way through the premises 

and proceeded to open the front door to the others, not realising that I had done anything 

other than right and proper. It appears that my luck was out, for the Trustees of the 

premises were meeting the following week and I found myself summoned into the presence 

of this august body which I never suspected existed. Thus I learned that Methodist property 

is “vested” in gentlemen, and sometimes ladies, who take it as practically a personal insult 

for any one to let themselves in without applying for the key, however justified he may think 

himself to be.  I got a severe dressing down and came away laden with dreadful threats and 

cautions.  

It must have been around this time that I developed a lazy bout and made a practice of lying 

in bed till dinner time of a Saturday and Sunday. I just can’t imagine now how it was 

possible, nor remember how my thoughts ran for so many hours. It was a phase which 

quickly passed however. 

By the time I was fourteen my minister deemed it only suitable that I become a member of 

the church. One day he talked to me about it in a very fatherly way and having carried the 

subject with apparent success to what must have seemed a clear conclusion, he finally 

enquired, “Well now, Eddie, would you not like to become a member of the church?” I 

looked down at my feet, then straight into his eyes and answered very deliberately, “No…no 

I would not!” It was uttered not arrogantly or militantly, but thoughtfully and firmly. Sadly 

the minister walked away without saying another word. From that time onwards I received a 

quarterly ticket of membership from him just as though I’d said yes! I call that bad. But the 

truth is, it worked! I believe there was a reason for me not being able to say yes to 

membership, a reason which was not fully conscious to my mind but operative somewhere 

out of sight inside me. It was undoubtedly the influence of the little band of Plymouth 

Brethren, who had instructed me that certain Methodist teachings were unscriptural. Let me 

explain how I came by these people. 

I have said that mother was unable to endure the vibrations of the big organ in our Queen’s 

Street Chapel. Well, one Sunday she decided to try the little Gospel Meeting place down by 

the cattle market. This was a Plymouth Brethren fellowship of the “open” kind. That is they 

welcome strangers, even “sinners” to their gospel meetings on Sunday nights, whereas the 

“exclusive” Brethren did not. Mother was welcomed and in a few weeks was able to assure 

them that she was sufficiently Christian, despite the fact that she had only been 

“christened”. They would of course, have liked her to have been baptised by immersion- the 
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only kind of baptism they recognised. Considering their strict views on these things they 

were extremely liberal with her and even allowed her to “break bread” with them after a 

time. They had an organ to accompany the singing- which is something “exclusives” would 

never do- and when they were without an organist mother was privileged to serve them in 

this way. Time came when, after I had been to the Wesleyan service of a morning and then 

Sunday School of an afternoon (where I was now a teacher) I would often go with mother to 

this meeting. Thus they came eventually to know me well. If mother was ill and unable to be 

there, I took over from her and played for the hymns. 

In these services I learned much of Christian doctrine and the meaning of the Bible and 

absorbed a number of attitudes to Church and religion which I have often valued and a few 

which I have had to unlearn since. Fifteen years later, for instance, I had to discard their 

theoretical insistence that Christian baptism must be total immersion, finding that 

conviction that other churches are defective in their teaching and practice whereas they are 

perfect in their own. Also their condemnation of a paid ministry although in regard to such 

our Lord says that a “labourer is worthy of his hire”. Their attitude to women as an inferior 

species in the affairs of God, based on an instruction of St. Paul which may have been 

restricted to a particular situation of the time of Paul anyway.  It was this last which got in 

my way so often and which I angered as I thought of the way God had blessed women 

ministers of the Salvation Army. It was almost certainly their other prohibitions relating to a 

paid ministry which stood in the way when many years later I was challenged as a candidate 

for the Methodist Ministry. Yet I owed them so much. Their fellowship was precious and a 

great deal of their teaching and emphasis has marked my life and work through the years. 

Evelyn, my sister, had reached her early twenties and although still not strong and certainly 

not schooled, she was alert, witty, full of fun and full of the milk of human kindness as they 

say. We got many a laugh out of her for her peculiar pronunciation of unfamiliar words or 

her wrong use of them. She might not be aware of her error but would be quite aware of the 

effect it was having on her audience.  Being quick on the uptake would attempt to cover it 

up, sometimes succeeding, sometimes making us shake with laughter as she went onto 

make herself more ridiculous. But she never to my knowledge took it badly. It pleased her to 

make us laugh, whether by her cleverness, her foolishness or her ignorance. 

Her faith was of the rough and ready kind, rough, because mixed with error and superstition 

yet ready, to console any mortal in adversity. Her ethics were more practical than particular. 

She’d tell a lie in a good cause, but wouldn’t hurt a fly if she could help it. Her love of people, 

her willingess to sacrifice, to be used, to care for the needy and benighted, suffering and 

wretched, seemed at times to make an angel of her. Many’s the poor soul who thanked God 

for her compassion and prayed for her eternal happiness. Her stubborn courage was 

marvellous. I remember when she left home. We were, after all, nearly starving. She could 

not help because there was no work anyway and because in the weak state of her body our 

parents would not hear of her attempting to seek any. So she prepared secretly, left a note 

and went! A week later she wrote from Southport to say that she had found a place, caring 

for two maiden ladies. She did care for them for a year or two. Then she married
73

, raised 

twins and outlived her parents and brother Dan, although she died in her fifties
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.  There was 

a young man who courted her seven years in Millom and I believe he loved her well enough. 
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But it was difficult to marry and set up house when there was no wage to bring home, and 

so they never married. Both he and his mother were of the lean, physical tough kind, used to 

generations of hardship, hard on themselves and inclined to be hard on others. Not the ideal 

husband, you may say, for one whom all her life had been protected and sheltered as an 

invalid. I suppose they were sort of “engaged” but they could not afford a ring; much less to 

get wed. I rather liked him. He was interesting and knew things, a practical man who always 

lived close to nature without loving it. Mind, he loved his dog. He’d brought her up as a 

puppy and trained her well. If he told her to sit, she’d stay there half a day without the sight 

of him, yet would come at a whisper. He loved his pigeons too, breeding and racing them 

intelligently. He cared for his ferrets too, valuing them for their usefulness. He went shooting 

wild duck on the marshes, not for fun but for food- meagre fare but good and precious in 

days of unemployment and poverty. Glad enough we were ourselves to receive from him 

three of four a week in season, despite the necessity of looking out for lead pellets in the 

flesh we ate. He always had a large poacher’s pocket, and I was not satisfied until mother 

made one in my jacket too. Sometimes when he had kissed my sister goodnight he would 

show me his sawn-ff shot gun as he went out into the night to see what he could bring down 

before dawn. For him a catapult was not a child’s toy, but a weapon he had carefully made 

with a forked stick and strands of thick, black elastic which it took a man to pull. He made 

one for me, suited to my lesser strength, and taught me how to use it. I could hit a one-inch 

target at twenty-five feet, after the benefit of his expert tuition. He taught me to handle his 

ferrets and had me catch the rabbits in a bag as they were driven out of their burrows. He 

taught me how to set a steel trap and where to lay it in the grass and how to make a snare of 

stranded wire, and how to read the ground along a rabbit run so as to know at what point it 

left the ground in its loping and thus to set the loop of the snare at that very point, where 

the poor thing was travelling in mid air. Then the snare would tighten sharply before it 

landed. “Won’t it hurt the rabbit?” I enquired nervously. “Not if you set it just right,” he 

replied. “The jerk will kill it instantly. We can’t have creatures screaming and bringing the 

whole world about us.”  

I never forgot those days, the thrill of the wild, the tang of the wind and sea air, or the 

lessons I learned about birds, beasts, fishes and herbs. Years afterwards an acquaintance of 

mine complained that he was troubled with rabbits raiding his garden which backed on to 

rough farm land. They nipped off everything tender which he attempted to grow, he said. 

His appeal was pathetic, heart rending, for he loved his garden. “Whatever can I do?”, he 

pleaded. “Catch them.” I replied, warming to the challenge. “Set a snare!” The poor man 

looked still more dejected and helpless, murmuring. “But I would not know how to go about 

it”.  To his surprise and admiration I promised to give him the secret. Having made him a 

snare and explained as well as I could without actual demonstration how and where to set it, 

I left him to get on with the job. That was Saturday. It was later next day when he called, 

clearly upset and highly agitated about something. “What’s the matter with you today? 

Didn’t you get your rabbit?” I called cheerily. His retort was fierce: “I caught no rabbit!” He 

glowered at me angrily. “I caught the next door cat!”  “The next door cat!”, I echoed. “Yes, at 

two o’clock this morning, “he stormed, “all the neighbourhood heard it.” He looked down at 

his boots, for a moment, all the fight knocked out of him. “A beautiful animal, that cat, half 

Persian, their pride and joy.” I felt the blood drain from my face as the full implication 

seeped through my being. “Two o’clock it was”, he went on, and “I was awakened by a 

screech which rent the neighbourhood. I got up and flung open the window, and thought I 

saw something jumping about at the foot of my garden. It looked like two cats fighting. But if 

that was what it was, they were fighting terribly. Everybody had their windows open and 

people were calling to one another.” 
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“I threw a mackintosh over my nightshirt and picked up my heavy gauntlets and torch. When 

I ran to the foot of the garden to where the shemozzle was, I couldn’t get near it. It was 

where I had set the snare. Then the full force of what had happened hit me. I’d caught a cat! 

The wretched animal was spitting, snarling, swearing, biting and scratching like ten thousand 

demons as I tried to release the thing and I couldn’t get a purchase on it to release the thing 

and I couldn’t budge the two foot peg I’d driven in. I manage it at last, of course and it was 

only as it fled into the night that I recognised the animal and the worst horror struck me. 

With a score of neighbours looking on, I had almost strangled the cat next door! 

“Did your neighbour recognise it and let it in?” I solicitously enquired. “No,” he added 

miserably, “they found it on the doorstep at breakfast time with the wire and peg still tight 

around its bleeding neck!” 

I hesitated to question or comment further but I felt that he had some little thing more to 

say for his pain. Presently he said it.  

“The folks next door and us have been friends for years. But they will none of them speak to 

me today…won’t hear an apology. I tried to speak to others round about but they say I ought 

to be ashamed of myself. So I told them-” and he looked straight in the eye as he said this- “ 

I told them that it was not my idea… and do you know what they said?...whoever put me up 

to it should be hanged with a snare until he dies!...I daren’t tell them who it was.” 

So you will appreciate that I’ve never told a soul how to set a snare from that day to this. 

I didn’t find it easy starting a new school again. The more especially because never before 

had I the experience of being taught by a different teacher for each group of subjects and 

not since I had graduated from infant school had I shared a class with girls! Each teacher was 

different and took getting used to. I can still remember those teachers down to today. One 

large and serious history teacher was a Miss Lister, Liddy for short. She would take an 

enormously deep breath that seemed to never end, her generous bosom expanding 

incredibly like that of a demonstrating pigeon.  There was by contrast Miss Wignall, our 

diminutive English teacher. Stern, earnest indignant but human, who as we became older 

would grow furious at our utter foolishness and confront us great lads, now reaching ten 

stone weight, and take one of us by the upper arms to shake us in her volcanic anger. But 

the differential in terms of mass meant inevitably that she only shook herself like a rat while 

the great lout she wished to reprove was barely disturbed by it all.  I was as bad as any of 

them. But on the whole I got on well with Miss Wignall. For one thing I liked her because she 

was so scrupulously fair and for another I was good at essay writing. Sometimes she 

encouraged us to produce verse. This never seemed to work to me, but it was a delightful 

pastime. Reading it now that verse sounds terrible but I always got good marks for it. The 

earliest I have from this period is a twelve verse effort on a favourite Greek myth which 

ended with these words 

The people assembled into the hall, 

E’en the king was there, tis said. 

And the wicked folks with angry cries said 

“Where is the Gorgon’s head?” 
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Perseus felt loth to show it to them,  

So deadly was the sight. 

“Show us the Gorgon’s head they cried”. 

And I think it served them right. 

For he let them see the Gorgon’s head 

But only a flash they saw; 

Not one had time to wink an eye 

For all were stone, you know! 

There was little Miss Miller, about the same height as Miss Wignall. She was our geography 

teacher. She caught us calling her “Daisy” and drew herself up to look as tall as she could. 

Then with exaggerated dignity, eyelids drooping, chin high, she declared, “My name is not 

Daisy. It is Marguerite!” But we thought “Daisy” much more suited her size.  Then there was 

Danny Jackson. His subjects were art and maths.  Slow moving, slow thinking, deliberate and 

a good sort.  I liked him. Yet he is the only teacher I have ever struck. They used to say that 

he had suffered from his war service. Certainly his temper used to get frayed by the end of a 

heavy day. Once in the last period when I took out my comb to sweep the hair out of my 

eyes he took it as a personal affront and he sent me to the head to be caned for it. But that 

day I turned on him. It was towards the end of my school career and near the end of the last 

period of the day. He had brought one boy out to stand at the front. There the boy stood, 

hands behind his back, to the right of Danny’s desk. I was next but as I passed my buddy, 

that worthy happened to put out his foot, accidentally on purpose no doubt and sent me 

sprawling. 

Good old Danny was only a little bigger than I at that time, but when I picked myself up he 

was livid. Taking it to be a put-up job designed to exasperate him, he let into my ribs with his 

fists, a rain of rapid, heavy blows. My reaction was immediate. It was frightening to think of 

it later. What the outcome would have been none can say. For within two or three seconds 

and by sheer coincidence the head opened the door and we both stopped abruptly as 

though switched off. It must have been clear to the newcomer from our awkward stance 

that something very strange had been occurring. But no reference to it was ever made to me 

either by Danny or the Head. I’m sure that Danny Jackson was a fair-minded and friendly 

man. It was only his nerves that   played him up. But the head, Jimmy Sharp75, appeared to 

quite devoid of nerves. Of medium height, slight build, he had I think the smallest head I 

have ever seen on an intelligent man. He was said to be the best mathematic’s teacher in 

the north of England. He was a hard as nails. By some strange fluke he had got it into his 

slight head that I was called William. He put this error into the registers on my first day at 

school. The name stuck as far as he was concerned. He seemed to think it appropriate in 

some way and loved to call me “Little Willie”.  And since that name was used by the press as 

                                                           

75 James Sharp, headmaster, lived with his wife, Agnes, in Lapstone Road, Millom. He was from Stanton in Derbyshire and his wife from Coniston. 

He was born c. 1873.  (1901 Census) 
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a popular name for the son of the Kaiser, erstwhile Emperor of Germany, which son was 

depicted as exceedingly despised and weedy, I was not flattered. 

At that time along the coast of Cumberland, feeling between Catholics and Protestants was 

fairly high, although it was below the surface. Jimmy Sharp indeed was, I think, the only 

Roman Catholic I thought well of. He seemed to be scrupulously fair, although he caned hard 

and unflinchingly. Another Catholic I loved was our hairdresser, Mr Burns76. 

In that era the less intelligent Catholics, at any rate in Millom, stood in awe of their priest. 

Mind you, the Catholic priest, Father Kelly, was something over six foot tall and muscular, 

with a forbidding face and large bushy eyebrows. He carried a huge, heavy stick, and struck 

terror into the hearts of the youngsters both Catholic and Protestant. He would wave his 

stick and threaten his parishioners relentlessly if they missed church or failed to pay their 

dues. A story was passed freely among us that he seriously warned one family that if they 

did not mend their ways and come to Mass next Sunday, he would turn them into goats and 

let them loose on the grassy Embankment which ran along the estuary! Protestants who 

related this story would add with a frightened shake of the head, “And his people believed 

it!” We children believed it too, for he looked as though he could do such things, and we 

gave him a wide berth. How different things are today. 

But returning to my teachers, there are some I have not mentioned- a science master, two 

French teachers and a gym mistress. Miss Rainer was one who taught French when I first 

started at the school. I looked forward to learning French, for it sounded a pleasant subject, 

even though it seemed an utter impossibility that I should ever visit France. However, Miss 

Rainer’ system was very formal and a little too thorough. We spent most of the first term 

each sitting with a mirror before the mouth, assiduously following her most explicit 

instructions as to how the lips and tongue should be placed to produce the French vowels. I 

for one got fed up right up to my French-revolting teeth! But this terrible injury was followed 

by lists of verbs and nouns and prepositions, and finally adjectives, adverbs and 

conjunctions. At any rate that is how it all seemed to me, disappointed to find that learning 

French was jolly hard work. There were some who thrived on it, especially Jimmy Grenfell, 

her star pupil, who soon was even thinking in French and yelling it out as he played in the 

school yard. Disgusting!  

When Miss Rainer left, Mister Middleton took over. A more unlikely specimen for so rough a 

task, as he would have with us, you never did see. We promised ourselves a great time 

pulling his leg and making his life not worth living, poor thing. Not only was he on the small 

side, with narrow shoulders and small chest, but his left arm was no more than a slight 

thirteen inch withered appendage. It swung from his shoulders more like a piece of seaweed 

than a limb. We allotted him the playful nick-name of “Miffy”. Three days passed 

uneventfully. Then one of my special friends, whom I will call George, decided to present a 

challenge to see what would happen. It was discussed in advance and was going to be 

hilarious as it developed. So George began that afternoon by doing something quite silly, 

which I can’t remember, just to start things going, as it were. Miffy coolly reprimanded him 

and George gave a mouthful of cheek in return. This was the moment we had waited for. 

Miffy stood at this desk and fixed the burly George with his eye for just two seconds, then 
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plunged down the gangway towards the miscreant. There our hero stood waiting for him, an 

insolent smile just noticeable on his lips. Poor old Miffy. Now he would see what was coming 

to him! But Miffy did not wait for the uncouth boy to show him anything. With his good 

hand he hurled George into the gangway and slapped him right and left with such fury and 

suddenness that the benighted boy just did not know what had come upon him or from 

where it struck. Then to our utter amazement the appendage which served for an arm 

joined in too and lashed about with incredible effectiveness, while George never got a single 

blow in because of his utter bewilderedness. We were visibly impressed. Despite the fact 

that normally our sympathies would have gone the other way, we could scarcely refrain 

from cheering enthusiastically when a few seconds later Miffy stuffed George back into his 

seat and returned unruffled to his desk to continue his lesson as though the incident was not 

worth notice. 

We were very good in Miffy’s lesson after that. But our admiration for him knew no bounds 

when he got out onto the football field, for then we saw him at his best. His speed, wit and 

ability was such as Millom, a great footballing town, had rarely seen. Not only so, but Miffy 

was a Methodist and a keen and valiant Christian too. Good old Miffy! 

I have not mentioned Martindale. He was one of those well dressed smartly moving men. He 

took us for science, mechanics, physics and chemistry and he knew his subjects thoroughly. 

Everything was kept in perfect order inside his lab. His teaching methods were direct, 

capable and accurate. No one ever tried to take advantage of him, and if there should be a 

minor accident during an experiment, as there could be occasionally with children, he acted 

promptly and correctly. We had no nickname for Mr. Martindale except we shorted the 

name to “Marty”. But he had one very noticeable peculiarity which was often the cause of 

secret amusement, a peculiarity of speech. He could not offer to pronounce the letter “r”. 

For him it came out every time, with great clarity as “w”. “Dwy the beaker, or else it will 

quack”, he would say. Not a soul dare to be seen smiling. 

The one remaining teacher was our gymnasium mistress. Quite a peach!! She was young 

blond and shapely so that we boys found it a distinct and peculiar pleasure to behold her 

week by week, in a day when skirts were worn a little below the knee, prancing about in a 

neat tunic coming scarcely to the middle of her thigh. She was efficient, however, and 

brooked no nonsense. She drilled us most assiduously on the vaulting horse, a series of feats 

which I had been made to master in the gymnasium allotted to me by my father two years 

before. But her favourite for us was to leap off the springboard with the horse crossways, 

when without so much as touching the horse; we were expected to fly through the air with 

body and limbs at full stretch like a swallow. At the other side she would be standing to 

catch us and convey us safely to the ground. No small feat with lads as heavy as we were. 

The height of success was when we were able to shoot forwards so that at the last minute 

our hands would be lowered to rest on her shoulders while she completed the support with 

hands holding our thighs. In this spectacular horizontal position we would stay, poised and 

motionless for a second and then drop to our feet where we stood to attention. This was to 

be one of the highlights of the field display we would give in a month’s time. But in one way 

or another some of our number failed to achieve the standard she required. Therefore she 

would show us just how the spring really should be made. We wondered which of us would 

be chosen for the high privilege of catching her and thought it would be the biggest, which 

wasn’t me. To our surprise she chose no less than four of us, I and another in front and two 

behind. “It seems a bit superfluous,” I was thinking, when one of our number in passing, 

whispered, “Let her go!” 
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Let her go? Why yes. A splendid idea! Let her go, and we’d have a moment or two before we 

manage to extricate ourselves from the glorious heap we would make together, on the floor. 

Lovely! She ran and she sprang and what a spring. Far more forceful than anything we 

imagined. If we had really wanted to hold her I think it would have been impossible. But we 

gave way willingly, perhaps helplessly. What a crash! What a tangle! It was unbelievable how 

very awkward we proved ourselves to be and how long it took us to extricate ourselves, and 

her, and each other, from that memorable desirable melee!  
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CHAPTER 6 

For some reason we moved out of Lord Street to 24 Market Street. I think it can only have 

been that father was preparing to sell up his business and seek to subsist in some other way. 

It was a much better proposition from the family point of view, for the new abode was a 

good one, of three down and three up, plus a large attic. In that attic father built a big 

workbench with a strong vice and an ample well filled tool rack. He loved tools, as I did and 

he was good with his hands- except that he didn’t know his own strength and all too often 

tightened a bolt so that it twisted in two. He taught me to use the various tools and to keep 

them well maintained. I was able to accomplish many a good piece of workmanship and 

occupy myself usefully for many an hour in the attic either on the bench or with the 

excellent Meccano
77

 set which father had picked up from somebody for extra nothing. 

Nevertheless I missed the old place in some ways. It was goodbye ghosts.  Goodbye Saturday 

earnings. Goodbye boxing in the back shop on a Saturday night. 

The new house was very much like all the other houses in that fine street, being built of best 

Cumberland slate with sandstone facings. Such buildings appear to those unfamiliar with 

them to be very open to the weather, as there is apparently an unsealed space separating 

every stone form the next. In fact, not only is every stone set so as to slope downwards and 

outwards but is sealed on the inside and effectively resists the persistent gales and 

blustering rain so prevalent in that region. 

There was a mere six foot strip of garden at the front and the usual Millom back yard at the 

back. We were still without a bathroom and took our ablutions in the outhouse like most of 

our civilised neighbours. The W.C. also, according to custom, was placed hygienically at the 

very end of the yard, close to the back street door
78

. The front door was easily the widest in 

town and if you ask why, you may be told that it was because Market Street was originally 

intended to be the main street of the town, and that the Royal Green where father had his 

first shop and which is now called “bottom end” of town, was intended to be the Market 

Square, the hub and centre of town. But a few prominent land owners on the council in 

those days, they say, saw a golden opportunity to make a packet by putting the centre 

elsewhere. There may be nothing in the story, but that’s how it was given to me as a boy. 

So Market Street was broad and elegant and except on cattle market days, quiet and empty. 

Living at twenty-four, we were sufficiently removed from the shunting yards
79

 for them not 

to be noticeable, and from the attic windows we had a panoramic view of the Cumbrian 

Mountains in all weathers but the worst. Even the back street was wide enough for two cars 

to pass each other, with care. In one of the houses standing opposite, there was a little girl 

with curly black hair and fresh complexion about four years younger than I, who was fun to 

play with. I’d lift her up above my head and twist her about or take her hands and spin her 

                                                           

77 Meccano would have been fairly new when my father had a set.  The parts for Hornby's new construction kit were initially supplied by outside 

manufacturers, but as demand began to exceed supply, Hornby setup his own factory in Duke Street, Liverpool. As the construction kits gained in 

popularity they soon became known as Meccano and went on sale across the world. In September 1907, Hornby registered the Meccano trade 

mark, and in May 1908, he formed Meccano Ltd. To keep pace with demand, a new Meccano factory was built in Binns Road, Liverpool in 1914, 

which became Meccano Ltd's headquarters for the next 60 years. Hornby also established Meccano factories in France, Spain and Argentina. The 

word "Meccano" was thought to have been derived from the phrase "Make and Know" 

78 The same was true of my grandmother’s house in Devonshire Road Millom in the early 1950’s. 

79 I can, personally, remember lying in bed on my visits to Millom and hearing the shunting in the early morning. 
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round rapidly so that her body was flung straight out outwards or I’d let her turn 

somersaults over my forearms. She thought it marvellous and I for my part just liked the look 

of her and rejoiced in her gaiety and friendship. If it had continued I might almost have fallen 

in love with her. I felt a fleeting pang of jealousy even a few years later when my best friend 

declared that he was going to marry her. 

At school there were some good looking girls too, more my own age. I viewed and estimated 

these carefully from my boyish standpoint, when no one seemed to be observing me. There 

was Muriel with dark curly hair and the Sheldon girls, but they took no notice of me. There 

was one with a beautiful Greek profile, in which the nose dropped straight down from the 

forehead without indentation at the bridge. Of course there was Joyce, who was chosen by 

the town to be May Queen for the sake of her looks. 

It was funny, come to think of it, though common enough for that stage in a boy’s life, that I 

took an interest in girls while if any of them offered opportunities for closer contact I should 

have rejected them and shrunk away. Indeed that did happen and I was so outraged that I 

made some verses about it (without mentioning a name), picked the lock of the school 

notice board and displayed them for all to see. The girl concerned knew who it referred to 

and was embarrassed, while all the pupils and teachers alike wondered who the boy and girl 

could be and however in the world it could have got into the show case without access to 

the key. This created quite a scandal. But as I never whispered to a single soul that I was 

carrying out such a plan, no one whatsoever could pin it down to the culprit or divine the 

author of so unpleasant a deed. The teachers had the good sense not to raise the matter in 

class. Hence the place fairly buzzed with it for a few days and then the matter faded into the 

limbo of unsolved crimes and was happily forgotten. The one person, who could have 

guessed the perpetrator, was unable even to hint at the truth. 

Friendship of the boys still meant more to me than to attention of girls, however. There was 

Jo Slater, Jimmy Grenfell and the boy called George. Joe’s friendship lasted the longest. He 

was tall, fair and handsome as well as artistic. Like me he was fond of swimming and 

suffered from some kind of rheumatism. I remember how his fingers used to go white and 

numb, though otherwise he seemed to enjoy excellent health. He, his father and several 

friends were members of the Church of England and enthusiastic bell ringers. 

I would occasionally be invited to go and watch them ringing. A great experience though 

quite a mystery to me. But the view from the church spire was something to rave over, a 

view in every direction. To the east stood the iron works, all steam and singing mightily, and 

beyond, the wide estuary with hills behind. To the west the thousand foot Low scales, green, 

beautiful with morose Black Coombe soaring above, to the north of the Duddon Valley and 

the foothills lifting to the magnificent Coniston Old Man, Scaw Fell and Helvellyn, mountains 

beyond mountains, incredibly beautiful, while to the south the sparkling eternal sea. 
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Jo and I, being star artists of our year were entered for an art scholarship. To our surprise 

and joy we both made the grade, then to our chagrin discovered that a fee of twelve guineas 

or so was needed to cash-in on the offer. I would have treasured the chance to take the 

correspondence course, but my parents could not possibly have found the money at that 

time. Twelve guineas was a fabulous sum. Joe’s father, however, had worked steadily over 

the years and the money was found in his case. We would like to have shared the course, 

but conditions forbade it. So being bound by Christian principles our consciences would not 

allow much deviation, although I did get a glimpse of the sheets of instruction on one 

occasion for a few minutes only. But in my mid twenties, when in college in Manchester, I 

discovered that my old friend Jo was lodging in Salford and we visited each other. The 

upshot was that he agreed to lend me the now about ten year old course for several weeks 

and I was able to work through them. It was an exciting opportunity, indeed a great thrill, 

and I was so indebted to my friend for his generous consideration. But to my lasting distress, 

when it came to returning them, they were unaccountably missing. I searched and enquired 

and fussed and threatened, all without result. They must have been deliberately stolen, 

though that is almost unbelievable, and they have never been seen by either of us from that 

day to this. There was nothing I could do and no way of making amends. I had taken the 

greatest care in handling and caring for them. The thought of not being able to hand them 

back disturbs me still. Noble Joe, though plainly feeling the loss, was kind and generous as 

always, so that I shall ever remember him with the greatest respect and affection. 

All four friends used to go swimming regularly in season. The nearest swimming baths were 

twenty miles away at Barrow-in-Furness, but the sea was almost on our doorstep. Indeed at 

high tide it sometimes rose through the drains and into our back yards to make a nuisance of 

itself. This was because, while the original town was built wisely on the nearby hills, when a 

sea wall was thrown about the headland to assist the mining, a new town, know as 

Newtown, was built on the flats behind it. 

From where most of us lived it was one and half miles to Haverigg, which offered excellent 

sand dunes, miles of flat, fine, smooth, sandy beach and fairly safe bathing. Yet it was here 

where Jimmy lost his elder brother, a sturdy fisherman and a very strong swimmer, when his 

boat capsized in a storm and something evidently struck him on the head. Only when the 

tide was out was the region dangerous for swimming, for then the channel might lie only a 

few feet from the shore and the current be travelling at three or four miles an hour! 

But one mile from town, through Hodbarrow mines, there was an outcrop of limestone, 

forming cliffs, the only stone cliffs in the region. These cliffs jutted out into the sea for two 

hundred yards or so. The sea wall began here, continuing to Haverigg, and a small patch of 

sand lay between the headland and the huge rocks of the wall. When the tide was out the 

bathing could be dangerous here too, but when fully in you did had a choice. You could 

wade in from the gently sloping beach or drop off the rocks of the sea wall, or dive elegantly 

from the cliff top, ten, twenty, or even forty feet above the tide, into ten or fifteen foot of 

water. But if the tide was neither in nor out and running fast, a fierce current chased round 

the rugged headland and swept around a chunk of limestone which rose from the sea a few 

yards from the cliffs. Here lurked a vicious whirlpool, extremely treacherous. Have it pointed 

out to you. Watch it idly. Throw a piece of wood or paper in and see it drawn to the vortex in 

ever narrowing circles and with ever increasing speed, until perhaps sucked down in the 

middle never to be seen again. It was quite awesome. The locals had it that it was a 

bottomless pit; no one ever plumbed it, they said. Perhaps no one had ever taken the 

trouble! We have swum about the edge of it in curiosity. Nearer and nearer until we could 
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feel the strong, frightening tow tugging at our legs until it took every ounce of strength and 

swimming skill to draw away. No human could cross it and live when the tide ran swiftly. 

But all these hazards were commonplace to us, and at the opening of the swimming season, 

about the middle of May, some of us would go down to the Rocks when the tide was out to 

survey the scene and mark where the winter storms had set the channels, so that we could 

assess the strength of the currents and know the safety margins. Yet people will swim on 

coasts where they have never been before, without ever enquiring what dangers lie hidden. 

On the whole our favourite bathing place was 

undoubtedly the sea wall where ample changing 

places were offered by the deep and secure holes 

between the great cubes and boulders, and where 

good diving points were available up to ten or twelve 

feet high into water twenty or more feet deep if you 

wished. Because of the comparative tranquillity of the 

sea in this sheltered corner, the water was often 

amazingly clear, and it was my greatest joy to dive 

and swim below the surface. I think I was rather good 

at it. As a child I could swim thirty feet under water 

and knew of few things so idyllic as to chase the flat 

fish across the sandy bottom and nudge them out 

when they tried to hide themselves beneath the soft 

sand or roll over at the bottom and gaze up at the 

changing light scintillating on the surface and glowing 

down to the tranquil depths. Such joys I knew long before the general use of goggles, 

snorkels or masks and cylinders and flippers. It was a magic world.  

You can imagine how I missed the sea when I went to college in Derbyshire
80

, so far away 

from the coast and even in Manchester
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 later. When I returned, whether in spring, summer 

or autumn I was not long finding my way down through the mining area in Millom to the sea 

in order to learn how the tides stood and where the channel had shifted. 

I remember one half term arriving home on a Saturday night and hardly knowing how to 

wait until daylight next morning to see how things were. But our chapel people were a bit 

starchy about what you did on Sundays. So I put my best suit on and dutifully went to 

morning service first and what with paying respect to one and another, as was expected of 

me, it was afternoon before I could get away. It was no distance of course and my bike got 

me down to the sea in twelve or fifteen minutes of hard pedalling. It was not with the 

intention of swimming, of course, but to spy out where the estuary lay, so as to ensure a 

safe swim on Monday. Arriving at the rocks I found the tide right in. The sun was shining and 

the sea had a gentle billowing swell which broke with an exquisite splash, to come sissing 

upon the sandy beach and lap and chuckle against the huge rocks of the sea wall where I 

stood. It was blue and translucent and shimmering and tempting! It mirrored the sky and the 

sun and the wind and all nature. 

                                                           

80 Cliff College , Calver, Hope Valley 

81 Hartley Victoria College, Manchester.  In 1934 Hartley College amalgamated with the nearby Victoria Park College to form the Hartley Victoria 

College. 
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I peered searchingly right and left where from the height of the wall I could see a mile or 

more, thinking how easy it would be to slip in unseen, for there was not a soul in sight. I took 

one more look at the glittering sea, and chapel or not, Sabbath and no Sabbath, swim-tights 

or naked, I could no longer resist the smile of the sea. Already I could taste its salt on my dry 

lips and since I had not come prepared, naked it must be. Down among the boulders I had 

my things off in a matter of seconds. A moment later I dived from the rock immediately 

above, straight into the depths.  It felt heavenly. That quick dip was memorable. 

In the evening I changed back into my best suit, I very properly ascended the chapel steps, 

looking perfectly innocent and circumspect, but with a smug smile inside where I hid my 

happy secret. No one could know that I had been for a swim, naked on a Sunday afternoon, 

for no one had been there to see me. It was a delicious feeling.  

A dear old lady I knew, highly respected, fondly paused at the doors to welcome me home 

and welcome me in. “Good evening, Mrs S…”, I greeted, putting out my hand and displaying 

my most engaging smile. “Good evening, my boy,” she replied, “ So pleased to see you home 

again and to have you share in our Sunday worship.” Then, still holding my extended hand 

she drew me to her and whispered innocently, “Tell me, son, was the water warm this 

afternoon?” 

Down at the Rocks, as at Summer Hill, I think I have bathed in all kinds of weather. Wind, 

storm, rain, snow, fog, thunder and lightening are all great fun in the sea. It was my boast 

that I would be first of all the school boys to start the swimming season and the last to end 

it, and over two or three years I managed to fulfil this, April to September inclusive.  

It seems incredible now, but in my last year at school, believe it or not, I never missed a day 

without catching one or other of the tides. I say this knowing that the claim gives the show 

away on another factor. For obviously such a record could hardly be maintained during term 

without playing truant two or three times a week. 

And play truant I did, even to that extent, for all my parents’ sacrifice in paying those fees for 

my education! It called for a good deal of downright deception and a fair amount of 

ingenuity, what with slipping out unseen after the register was called or getting someone to 

say that I was unwell or had gone on a message for the teacher of the previous session or by 

forging a note from my mother. 

By this time I was becoming a fairly strong swimmer. I took life saving instruction, although I 

was only once called on to effect a rescue. There was one occasion, however, when I could 

very well have done with a rescuer myself. It was a dull day. There was a fresh breeze and 

the sea was more than a little choppy and I was fool enough to choose such a time to swim 

much further than usual out to sea. The constant lapping of the water under the pressure of 

the wind made breathing a somewhat tiring business, and after a while I found myself 

growing unexpectedly exhausted. So I decided to make for the nearest point of terra firma, 

which was the far bend of the seawall. On this length the wall was constructed of great 

cubes of stone set one above another like giant steps, each step perhaps five feet high. It 

would tax most people to climb them on dry land. But the waves were breaking onto them, 

pounding up the rock faces and splashing back at me, bounding and sucking alternately. 

Being already weakened by the troublesome swim, I found that on drawing near to the wall, 

a wave would simply throw me against the stone and sweep me away again. Each time this 

happened the barnacled defences bruised and cut my body cruelly, and at the same time 
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beat the breath out of me before flying me fifteen or thirty feet away from the wall again. 

The great stones had been squared so that there was no hand holds and the numbing 

thought took hold of me that I had no option but to attempt that weary swim all the way 

back to my starting point on the beach. 

It was clear that to keep on trying to scale those merciless blocks meant that sooner or later 

I must break a limb. Then there would be no hope of survival. On the other hand my heart 

told me that the swim back was too much for me. I considered whether there was any 

among my good friends capable of helping me in such a sea, assessing them one by one. But 

I knew that to bid for their help would mean two drownings instead of one, even if I could 

manage to attract their attention which was unlikely. I could never have made them see that 

I was in danger and most of the time I must have been out of sight behind the waves. No 

one would notice my little black head occasionally lifting in that great sea of misty foam 

whatever I did. 

I actually believe that I was lost. But I committed myself to God and turned almost 

fatalistically to start the painful journey, having nothing else to do, mostly with a side stroke, 

sometimes a breast stroke, sometimes a back stroke, but always trying to relax a fraction of 

a second between each stroke. Moving slowly, endeavouring carefully to conserve what 

little strength remained to me.  

I had learned to summon hidden reserves on long distance cycling tours and when running 

the mile, forcing oneself to further effort when there seemed to be no ounce of strength left 

to make another move. So there I was hanging on, making just on more stroke…just one 

more…and one more. Resisting the burning temptation with all my strength of will left in 

me, the temptation to cease, to face the last dreadful suffocating struggle…and die. Peace at 

last! 

Journey interminable! A lifetime! An eternity! The beach never got any nearer. My 

movements were automatic now, involuntary.  I kept forcing myself to note some scar on 

the mountainous seawall to see if I progressed at all. The tide was receding by this time and 

adding considerably to my forlorn task, for those frightening currents would soon be pulling 

me to that ominous whirlpool. Every stroke took me but one foot forward and the sea then 

took me back half of it. Even that I could win, if only I could continue and if I only had time; I 

was one hundred yards from the beach now. There were other swimmers fifty yards away. I 

could call and they would help me. But I had no strength to call. Cease for a second what I 

was doing so mechanically and I would go down and to see the light no more. So I remained 

silent and paddled on, barely conscious. I couldn’t even look any more. My eyes were 

closed...I bumped against a body, and stopped swimming, and knew no more…they dragged 

me out.  

I woke to feel the sand warm. The world was strangely still, colourful, silent and immobile. 

The sea was there at my feet and when my eyes took in its churning I felt sick and dizzy. It 

seemed I was safe, if only I had the strength to live. So I smiled feebly, gulped and gasped 

and thanked the lads for pulling me out of the sea. Then I rested. In ten minutes I sat up. In 

another five I stood up unsteadily. When I tried a step a great tiredness seemed to press on 

every limb and organ. I rested again. It was a labour to find my clothes among the rocks and 

like a full day’s work to put them on. Someone helped me. But once astride my well-loved 

bike the strength surged back into my legs and spine and I was away. 
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When playing truant to get my daily swim I was, of course, more often than not alone. Then I 

took greater care. Often I would slip away during the sport’s period and never to be missed. 

There came a time, however, when it was noticed. When the master found out that I had 

gone swimming, and remembering ruefully what a duffer I was on the cricket field, with only 

a term to go before I was due to leave school for good, he decided to say nothing of it. After 

all it was no fun putting up with me on the playing fields. 

For the rest I resorted to creeping out on all fours when my name had been called for the 

register, or altering the school report before taking it home at the end of term. Ten absent 

marks were easily reduced to one with an artist’s rubber carefully applied, anything to get a 

swim. 

My friend George was a great problem at school, his marks might have been rather better 

than mine, but he lacked the foresight and good sense. Whereas I would make myself a 

nuisance and have a plan up my sleeve for escaping the consequences, he would act first 

and try to think afterwards. When he played truant he did it on impulse. Fatal! I always 

prepared the ground first for my attempts. He kept a famous book of excuses, which we all 

drew upon from time to time. If we thought up another great excuse, he carefully added it 

to his list. If we borrowed from it we saw to it that he ticked it off, inserting the name of the 

borrower and the date. In this way we succeeded in ringing the changes very successfully. It 

didn’t trouble us that we were telling lies! Teachers were fair game. 

But one day he stayed away from school having left home as usual with his satchel of books 

but turning away from the town to enjoy a wonderful day in the country. Next morning he 

dare not come into school because he had drawn rather too heavily on his excuse list in the 

previous weeks.  Beginning to feel somewhat desperate, he met me at tea time and secretly 

asked me for help. There was nothing I could suggest. Thus five more days passed and he no 

longer enjoyed his forages out into the country. Could I do something he asked? Could I not 

forge a note for him or something? At last touched by his misery and helplessness I said, 

“Bring a copy of your dad’s signature and some other samples of his handwriting and I’ll see 

what I can do”. Then I gripped him by the shoulders and confronted him sternly. “Look 

George. I’m doing this only for you, because you are too daft to think well before you stay 

off school. It’s no light thing to forge a signature, and I want you to promise that if it is 

discovered, you won’t bring my name into it. If you’re found out, you’ll take the blame 

yourself. Do you understand?” He promised. And he kept his promise. A good thing he did, 

for there was a terrible hullabaloo over that act. It had been no great trouble for me to 

reproduce his father’s handwriting and signature. They passed unsuspecting scrutiny of the 

headmaster very easily. But then George was ever unlucky. The very next day the head was 

walking down the street at tea time when he came upon George’s father and said how sorry 

he was that his son had been so ill. George was threatened with expulsion after that and 

only escaped disgrace by consenting to go in the forces rather than come back next term. I 

wanted my parents to let me go too. They wouldn’t. 

Life had many interests and my criminal tendencies were becoming less pronounced. At the 

same time I had little inclination for serious study but made things more difficult for the 

teaching staff by providing diversions in class and making it appear that the cause was 

elsewhere. They were little things, a cough, and an explosive cough, that was very 

penetrating and that always somehow seemed to come from another quarter. Even when I 

was suspected by an astute teacher I was rarely nailed. If I was discovered sometimes, an 

exasperated teacher would on occasion pour out the direct threats and prognostications. 
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“You’ll meet a bad end young man, you mark my words!” he or she would declare. “You’ll 

land up on the gallows, as sure as I stand here! Going on like this you’ll be safely in prison in 

the next two years!” I verily believed all that might be possible, but not if I could help it! 

Meanwhile good and bad dwelt side by side in almost water tight compartments of my 

strangely dual personality.  

Although we no longer lived in a haunted house I had not lost my interest in ghosts. I’d 

never seen one yet, and hoping I might have that privilege I planned to go at the first 

opportunity , at midnight, because that was the “witching hour”, to the graveyard of the 

ancient church which stood in somewhat neglected surroundings alongside a ruined castle
82

 

a mile or so away in the country. It really was rather terrifying there alone in the inky 

blackness among the trees and ancient gravestones, the bats whipping about ones ears and 

hair and an owl calling near and far, the shadows everywhere hiding who knows what. Not a 

soul was to be found near the spot at that time of night. I was completely at the mercy of 

any disembodied spirit of whatever ghoulish character. The church was deserted and in even 

deeper gloom, but I was strangely aware of the rotting vaults beneath it and the splendid 

staring stone effigies within. There I stood upright, singularly alone amid those hundred 

standing stones of forgotten memories, the only living human, lingering, hovering, and 

waiting for the distant sound of midnight to possess the still night air when the hammer 

struck its gong in the clock of the gently glowing town a score of fields away.  Shadows 

moved as a waft of air stirred the long, flowing grasses. A cat sprang out snarling, to make 

my heart leap, stop and leap again with a chill down the spine like a river of cold water and a 

stirring of the scalp, a lifting of the hair, but no visible ghost. 

Another night I went and a sheep had got into the graveyard. Its occasional movements kept 

me motionless and peering into the darkness for twenty minutes before I managed to 

discern the cause. For it sounded like a corpse awaking! But all my visits were fruitless. I had 

to wait another forty years and more to see my first phantom. But in the scouts we conjured 

them up for the benefit of the younger members, though that was merely fun. I was patrol 

leader by the time I was fourteen and very proud of our group. Sometimes we would chant. 

“Do, rah, me, ray…” over and over again to the words “Three old women in a churchyard,” 

and ending, “One of the corpses to her said…YES!” That violent unexpected ending, only 

coming when the sing-song had become thoroughly hypnotic, was truly shattering. 

                                                           

82 Millom Castle: A small rectangular castle built after a licence to crenellate was granted by Edward III in 1335. It is sited on an earlier motte with 

the buildings built against the walls. In the 15th century a tower was built inside the walls (now a house). The castle appears to have suffered 

significant damage by attacking Lancastrian forces in around 1460. In 1644 during the Civil War it was captured and later slighted by 

Parliamentarian forces. Repairs were made in 1670, but the castle was in ruin again by 1739.Holy Trinity church is beside the castle.  It is a late 

Norman church of red sandstone. A south aisle was added in the early 13th century, and this was enlarged in the 14th century. Much of the detail 

of the church is due to the Victorian restoration. Inside the church is the Huddleston chapel with two tombs. The alabaster monument, 1494, 

commemorates Richard Huddleston, and on it are his effigy, and that of his wife Lady Mabel Dacre. Within the churchyard are several listed 

monuments, including the beautiful old sundial standing a few yards from the South wall of the church. It probably has some connection with the 

sandstone altar tomb to Sir John Huddleston, and shows four shields, two of which bear the Huddleston arms. The stone which lies near to the 

North door of the church may be the base of an ancient market cross, erected no doubt when Henry II, in 1251, gave a charter to Sir John 

Huddleston to hold a market in Millom every Wednesday.  
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Of course, we did other things than that. Ours was the Fox Patrol. We did our best to 

reproduce the fox calls I remembered hearing when much younger at the Hill- in-Millom. To 

be sure, the result was not very life like, but I didn’t let them know that and we met no one 

who could disillusion them. I tried like a good scout to develop a habit of careful observance 

and to instil it into them. I taught them how to walk stealthily as my sister’s young man had 

shown me and to avoid dry twigs and to register what nose and ears and eyes could tell. I 

was in my element. 

My difficulties with French and Latin brought a doubtful boon to my patrol, however. How 

often when struggling with irregular verbs and such like I wished languages could have a 

simple grammar. One day a new language was brought to my notice which really fit the bill; 

it was Esperanto
83

 with not a single irregularity from beginning to end. I began to study it 

with glee and was soon able to say most of the simple things which one might require in a 

day’s travels. I was inspired. I got an Esperanto pocket dictionary to improve my vocabulary 

and began to teach the rudiments of the language to my long suffering patrol. I set out their 

lessons and had them talking in it to one another twice a week, with the purpose as I said, 

that they could bring peace and friendship to all the earth. I enthused. I found myself taking 

out my little pocket dictionary during French lessons. It was such a relief, for the French 

course had by this time left me far behind. Then to my consternation the French master 

caught me turning its pages. He was obviously taken by surprise and having questioned me 

was not a little amused, remarking how hopelessly bad my French was. “Esperanto you call 

it”, he commented sarcastically, as he handed the book back to me. “I think we should call it 

“Desperanto”, don’t you?” He was probably right. 

Scouting was great fun but when I first joined and had my six knots to learn I caught a severe 

infection in both my eyes and had to wear a bandage over them for a fortnight. I 

consequently had to learn those knots by touch rather than by sight. But it proved an 

advantage when knots had to be tied in the dark, such as at camp sometimes and I was not 

happy after that until my patrol could do their six basic knots and three or four more, in the 

dark too. 

When it came to selecting a patrol camping site I knew where to suggest, and chose Summer 

Hill, of course. We had good times up there. I’ll never forget one of our number, Jim, a 

butcher’s boy, chasing the piglets across the field with a knife and fork in his hands, when 

one of them ran off with a loaf of bread. Nor Basil, so very proper and so clumsy, who 

stepped out of the tent into a bowl of egg custard which he had just laboriously made. For 

the night we hunted the fox which had raided our larder and was so clever as to drink half a 

bottle of camp coffee and put the screw top back on again! I shall not forget the morning we 

came back from the well to see the last two inches of a bath towel protruding from the 

mouth of a huge, brown cow. Since the towel was too good to lose, I dived at the end of it 

and pulled and pulled until I got the whole lot back again, brilliant green from the cow’s 

stomach lining! It never did come white again, that precious towel.  

                                                           

83 L. L. Zamenhof published the first book detailing Esperanto, the Unua Libro, in 1887. The word esperanto means 'one who hopes' in the 

language itself. Zamenhof's goal was to create an easy and flexible language that would serve as a universal second language to foster peace and 

international understanding. Esperanto has had continuous usage by a community estimated at between 100,000 and 2 million speakers.  
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There was a fellow patrol leader in the group who proved a great pal. He was another 

Eddie
84

. He was thin as I was, six months older
85

 than I and almost as tall. For two or three 

years we two Eddies were inseparable, although we went to different schools. Besides our 

interest in scouting we were both very fond of cycling and swimming. He had two 

advantages over me. He had a big brother, an engine driver on the railway who was a boxer 

and footballer. He was a man who trained hard and sometimes put us through our paces. 

There was also an elder sister who worked in a high class store in the Lake District and was 

able out of the store and the goodness of her heart to load Eddie up with provisions when 

we were going to camp or on a cycling trip. Most of the outings we made together were on 

bikes. We decided one holiday to do ourselves proud and make a ten days’ tour to Wales 

and back. Aberystwyth was our target, chiefly because the name fascinated us. I reckoned it 

was just about the right distance, taking five days going and five days return, never thinking 

that one should  allow for delays and mishaps. We would need a light weight tent and we 

hadn’t one, neither could we afford one. So I suggested we make one. The designing and 

purchases were left to me and Eddie got his sister to supply the half crown to pay for them. 

So I prepared the drawings, calculated the quantities of materials and went to Huggin’s shop 

to buy some cheap white calico. Then I made it up on mother’s sewing machine. 

For poles I found an old half- tester bedstead and dismantled the bars from the head. Two of 

these screwed together made a pole four foot six long; and two four- foot-six lengths 

standing like an inverted “V” formed the main support. From this, the highest point, the tent 

tapered down to a point nine feet away where it was pegged to the ground. At the large end 

there were two doors that formed a more obtuse point beyond the poles. I could not think 

up a more economical way to make a tent from the materials to hand which would be the 

size we required and yet weigh little enough to be carried with ease. There were others who 

pointed out that the material would never turn water. I had, however, read in the scout 

magazine of various methods of waterproofing material and decided to use lead acetate as 

being the cheapest but the material was so thin and poor – I had bought the very cheapest- 

that the treatment made not the slightest difference. Then a school friend, son of a painter, 

gave me some boiled linseed. “Liberally dosed with driers,” he assured us sagely, “be dry in 

an hour!” I applied it thoroughly and set it in the sun. But believe me that linseed never did 

dry. Two years later it was still slightly tacky and smelled as strong as when it came from the 

bottle. But it made all the difference to that calico. It gave it body and character and never a 

drop of rain came through. The fabric never rotted either and perhaps best of all, the whole 

tent, canvas poles, pegs and cover weighed no more than five pounds. 

So on the date we planned we set out for fabulous Aberystwyth. We went out of our way to 

call on Ed’s sister knowing it would be worth it, but when he asked her for his favourites, 

namely Shredded Wheat and such I wanted to protest because of their unnecessary bulk. 

But then it cost us nothing and when I saw Eddie stuffing the packets into his knapsack I 

thought “Why should I worry”. What I did not know was that she had given him two jars of 

his favourite jam which he had slipped into his pack first! However, by the time we had got 

somewhere about Milnthorpe it began to rain. Soon it poured and an hour later when we sat 

under a hedge for a snack and a drink we found that the packets had got wet and had burst 

open. Then, since that was no place to see to things, we fastened it up again and agreed to 

                                                           

84 Dad always talked about his friend Eddie Yarr. Perhaps this is one and the same person. 

85 Eddie possibly Eddie Yarr. Dad talked to me a great deal about this friend. From birth records Eddie was older than my father, being born in the 

previous year 1909 (September Quarter- Bootle 10b page 742). His full name was Edward James Yarr.  
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put it right later. But as he slung the bag on to his shoulders again, it struck a stone gate post 

and we heard something else go. 

We called on a farmer on the road to Settle who gave us permission to put our tent on his 

field. We were tired enough by the time we crawled into it, wet to the skin and we were 

hungry! But when Eddie took the things out of his knapsack, it was evident that everything 

was smothered with cereals, until we got to the bottom, when everything was smothered 

with jam. It was the two jars of jam which had hit the gate post! It had never stopped raining 

all day from mid morning and it never ceased for the next four days and nights. By the 

second night the farmer took pity on us and gave us a corner of his barn and dried our 

clothes in the farm kitchen. By the fourth day we were so fed up that we packed our things 

intending to start back home, when there came a break in the clouds as we moved out of 

the field. So we turned towards Clitheroe where Eddie knew a friendly family. There we had 

tea, took two daughters to the pictures and got put up for the night. The next day the sun 

shone and by tea time we found ourselves in a place called Chester. We’d heard of this city 

but knew nothing about it. There was an attractive café and we went in for a cup of tea 

before pushing on just to say that we had been in Wales before making back to Cumberland 

by way of the coast. However, an elderly man struck up a conversation, seeing that we were 

travelling in scout uniforms and advised us to take a walk along the ancient walls of this 

famous city before we left it, which we did. The result was that we were thrilled with the 

place and three days passed before we could tear ourselves away. The views from the walls 

enthralled us, so did the cathedral and the streets. 

This was the time of the Scout Jamboree, held at Arrowe Park near Birkenhead
86

 and being 

in scout uniform we thought it would be fun to pretend we were visitors from some foreign 

country come to the big scout rally. And what country should it be? Not one of our colonies, 

that was not exciting enough. Not some country of Europe, or we’d be expected to speak in 

the appropriate language. It must be a country where people spoke a language such as was 

not likely to be spoken by anybody we were likely to meet. Poland…or Russia, and Russia it 

was. We adopted a kind of broken English and pretended to have difficulty with it. We 

addressed the people around us wherever we were, and asked the way. “Pleess kaan da 

vaeetoh da Cateethraal, pleess?” We talked to the old men seated on the benches in the sun 

and answered endless questions about “aoor ohn coontree”. But when I was asked the 

name of my home town I was not quite prepared for that and said Warsaw. This led to a 

very tricky bit of conversation for one or two of these old fellows knew a thing or two and 

we had to explain that it was not the famous Warsaw but a smaller town of the same name. 

But when we needed time to think, it was easy to pretend that we could not understand or 

that we couldn’t find the English word we wanted. 

That night we nearly met our Waterloo. We went into a fish and chip shop and asked for 

“two off feesh ond cheepeess.” As the lady served us she enquired in friendly manner what 

country we represented. We answered as always, “Roosseea”. We had to repeat it. Then 

another customer broke in to interrupt. “Russia. He’s saying Russia, I think.”  “Oh, Russia”, 

the fish and chip lady echoed, surprised and delighted and with that she dropped what she 

was doing and made for the inner door calling back as she went. “I’ll go and get my husband, 

he spent ten years in Russia and speaks the language fluently. He’ll be tickled to death.” 

                                                           

86 This would be 1929. It was known as the "Coming of Age" Jamboree as it celebrated 21 years since the foundation of the Scouting Movement. 

It was attended by 56,000 Scouts of all nationalities who camped together. My father would have been nineteen years old in the May of 1929. 
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There was not a second to lose as we hurriedly and unaccountably pushed our way through 

the surprised shop full of people. I had just time to see a huge man come through from the 

kitchen with a look of childlike delight on his face, peeking this way and that and his little 

wife trying to find us. But when I went up to a policeman to make an enquiry in the same 

limited vocabulary and defective speech, my friend Eddie took fright and refused to play 

anymore. I would not give up; he would no longer be involved. With that we agreed to part 

and only meet at night where we had pitched our tent, when we enjoyed comparing notes. 

It turned out that we each had been talking to a girl and so had company in the evening. The 

girl I met took me home and I paid several visits to Chester after that to see her, twice 

staying in her mother’s house, but it came to nothing. It could hardly be called a courtship. 

When we met in our tiny tent at nine o’clock as agreed on the third evening of our stay we 

found we had only five pence left between us and no food in stock for the next day’s travel. 

Whatever could we do with five pence? Well, you cannot expect to cycle one hundred and 

twenty miles on an empty stomach and I knew what even a slight hunger can do to ones 

ability to turn the pedals. So we debated grimly the cheapest sustaining food we might buy 

for five pence. After thinking of many possibilities and impossibilities I got a brainwave and 

declared, “Bread and dripping.” So bread and dripping it was. Bread was fairly cheap in those 

days and dripping could be spread upon it if the weather be warm or taken in small pieces if 

it was cold. Either way it carried a meaty flavour so as to be appetising and contained 

sufficient calories to supply the energy we required. So half a loaf of bread and two ounces 

of dripping- enough for two at a pinch, and we were off the next morning early. We called in 

at Arrowe Park for half an hour, arriving home by late evening. Poor old Eddie had to be 

back at Barrow for work early next morning and I had to go to school
87

. 

Another time we went together to see Eddie’s relatives at Denton in Manchester
88

 and while 

there we were given the opportunity to see some of the world’s finest locomotives being 

made and tested. A great sight, especially a giant, the biggest so far made in the world, 

which was destined for Brazil. Again we paid a visit to my sister in Southport a year or two 

later and were shown over the big tyre factory nearby. I had never seen such huge tyres as 

were being made there by Vulcan
89

. 

It should not be assumed that we always took our tent on these excursions. Far from it, even 

a lightening by four or five pounds of the load was advantageous. So, might we dispense 

with the tent and sleep, if the weather was dry, in a barn or other primitive shelter, if the 

                                                           

87 I would query this as my father would have been too old for school. 

88This is possibly the Beyer Peacock Company Manchester (1854-1966) The engine he saw would in all likelihood have been a Garrett for the 

broad gauge ( 5'-3")  San Paulo Railway Brazil. The engine on the list for 1927 was 1124 (order no)   6367-72 (programme number)    6 (number 

built)    wheel arrangement: - 2-6-2+2-6-2. This was a huge engine!! 

This is an example of such an engine:  

89 Vulcan, based in Southport, England, made cars from 1902 until 1928 and commercial vehicles until 1953. 
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ground was too wet. We’ve slept in a bus shelter and on a park seat for instance and under a 

hay stack and even under a farm cart. One night when it had been raining gently but 

continuously for five or four hours and the ground was quite oozy, no barns became 

available and we could find no place to lie down, in our weariness we stumbled into a farm 

shed. It was a mere lean-to, open on three sides, with a few items of farm gear dotted here 

and there about the floor. A nearby midden drained into it, so that it was impossible to lie 

down on the filthy cobbles. Among the gear was an old reaping machine which had a metal 

seat with no back. This I tried and found undesirable but it had a pair of shafts to enable a 

horse to draw it. Here, for me was the answer. The pointed ends lay deep in the mire, but 

above the level of that rich gravy the shafts were dry. I stretched myself carefully out face 

upwards along the shafts, put one heel upon the lower end and crossed the other leg over 

the first then slowly folded my arms…and balanced…the whole night through…Well, at least 

from midnight till four, when it was time to be on my way again. I woke to find that Eddie 

had cleverly done the same along the other shaft. Indeed he had no option. I think that must 

have been the nearest, either of us came, to sleeping on the proverbial clothes line. 

But what fun Eddie could be. I used to feel a little jealous of him because whenever we 

picked up a couple of girls- usually connected with our church or well respected in the town 

of course- he always aimed for the better looking one and made off with her forthwith. I had 

always to be content with the second rate. But he had a great fund of stories, jokes and 

tricks, some of them quite engrossing, some rather annoying, some of them, strangely, 

carried the interest eagerly, practically to the end, where they terminated in next to nothing.  

I like the one about the collar stud. His brother had just got married. Eddie was the best 

man, I believe. A few days later I was with him when we met my mother and sister. “What 

was the wedding like?” they asked him. “Beautiful!” he declared, “just beautiful…but did you 

hear what happened to me? Well, my brother was getting himself ready to go to church and 

I was helping him, when he suddenly realised that he hadn’t a collar stud. “Slip out to the 

shop”, he begged, “and try to get me one”. So I dashed out and up Wellington Street to that 

new shop that’s just opened there. The girl served me and I said, ‘Don’t wrap it up. I’m in a 

hurry’. ‘But we have to wrap everything up’, she insisted, ‘it’s the rule’. ‘Get away’, I replied 

and I plonked the money down, picked up the stud and was making for the door when the 

manager stopped me. ‘What’s that in your hand?’, he asked. So I showed him. ‘Have you 

paid for it’, he asked. ‘Of course I have,’ I said. ‘Show me which counter,’ he said, leading me 

by the elbow the way I had come. When we got to the counter where I had bought it I said 

to the girl, ‘Didn’t I buy this stud here and didn’t I pay for it?’ The girl said,’ No!’ and looked 

frightened and I suppose she was afraid she’d get the sack for selling it without putting it in a 

bag or something. The manager said, ‘You’d better come with me to the office.’ ‘I can’t,’ I 

said, ‘I’m in a hurry, a terrible hurry.’ ‘Yes that’s what they all say,’ he declared, and bundled 

me through to the office. ‘When we got inside he said he said, ‘Sit down,’ and turning 

around he went out and locked the door on me. You can understand I was desperate by this 

time. The car would be calling at the house for the bridegroom in twenty minutes and my 

brother hadn’t got a collar stud. I waited four minutes looking at my watch every five 

seconds and the manager never came back, so I tried the window. It opened and the ground 

was only five feet away. So I started to get out of the window. But I just got one leg over the 

sill when suddenly the door opened and in darted the manager and a policeman.” 

“Whatever happened then?” both mother and sister exclaimed together, the blood draining 

from their faces with the terrible implications of this sad tale. Eddie seemed to pause for 
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breath. But a slight smile flickered over his face and he nonchalantly replied, “They started 

pulling at my leg…like I’m pulling yours!” 

I remember on one occasion when he went up to a young woman and earnestly and 

confidentially said to her, “Excuse me, Miss, but I’m afraid I ought to tell you that there’s 

something hanging down below your skirt. I do hope you don’t mind me telling you.” The 

consternation this produced in the poor young lady standing where so many people were 

passing he observed with all seriousness, while she endeavoured stealthily to look first this 

side and then towards the hem of her dress, When in bewilderment and further distress she 

drew near and blushingly asked if he would tell her what it was since she could see nothing, 

he first took a glance towards her lower extremity himself. At last beckoning her close, he 

whispered apologetically “I’m most sorry Miss. I think it’s your legs!”  On which he rapidly 

walked away.  

I remembered how disconcerted I felt one day when we met some friends, and talking 

pleasantly with them, Eddie began most persuadably spinning a very far fetched yarn of 

some kind. The worst was he kept on turning to me for collaboration of all he said. “That’s 

so, Eddie, isn’t it? He would urge, with a secret nudge of his elbow to encourage me to 

support him. 

Feeling that he might be working up to some good joke  I would hate to spoil, or that it was 

for some other good, though obscure reason, that he must have his story believed, I obliged 

him from sheer loyalty and answered , “Yes”, each time with increasing emphasis. Soon, 

until the point was reached at which I was beginning to feel I could go no further. Sensing 

my growing scruples with exquisite nicety, he suddenly stopped and turned on me with 

quiet superiority and in the presence of our acquaintances said reproachfully, “I’m surprised 

at you, Eddie, of all people, stuffing these good people with all that! You know very well that 

what you’re saying isn’t right. There isn’t a grain of truth in it. It’s nothing but a pack of lies.” 

Turning to his surprised listeners he added, “I don’t like saying this, about my friend, but you 

know, he’ll say anything!” and with immense dignity he walked away. Of course, he intended 

this to be funny. But his humour was so dry that you had to know him well not to take 

offence. But so his ideas of fun were more vastly humane than those of an uncle of his 

whose practical joking went far beyond a joke and was well nigh unendurable at times. As 

for me, I enjoyed Eddie’s company and had half a suspicion that he was really busy studying 

human nature on the quiet all the time. 

I recall one night when the joke was very much on us. We were asleep in a barn a few yards 

inside a field, which we had entered at dusk. There was a good hoard of hay in it, so we 

climbed the high stack by stepping on to the saddles of our bikes as they leaned against the 

side. We passed up the contents of our saddle bags, including our bicycle pumps, so that 

they should not be stolen during the night, and chained the two bikes together. We soon fell 

asleep, despite the itching which was ceased by the dust from the hay. We were used to 

that, anyway. But in the night Eddie woke up and roused me to say, “There’s something in 

the hay. Don’t move! There are a lot of them. Sit up very slowly! I’ve been watching them for 

ten minutes and I think they are coming towards us.”  I sat up. “Now they are gone”, he 

whispered. “What are they?” I whispered breathlessly across the barn. “I don’t know”, he 

replied.  “What are they like?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. Eddie leaned closer. “I 

think they’re rats”, he said, “white rats”. “They will be after our food”, I said.  We then had a 

long wait now without further event. Then Eddie suggested, “Lie down a bit, and see if they 

come again.”  
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I’d seen nothing yet and we slowly lay down again, endeavouring just to keep our hands 

raised. As soon as we did this, Eddie gasped, “There they are again. Look! There in 

formation!”  And they were. Sort of off white and as he said, in formation, one at the front, 

two behind and three behind them. I couldn’t believe my eyes and as we watched them, 

spellbound, it was plain to see that they were slowly, very slowly drawing closer, almost 

imperceptibly creeping up on us. It was menacing. Something had to be done. 

“Hand me the cycle pump,” I commanded almost inaudibly, “the heavy one”. With this in my 

hand I sat up. Upon which all six of the beastly vermin nipped out of sight, like  a shot, 

beneath the hay, the leader first and the others in turn, but all in a split second and without 

the least sound. In fear and desperation I whacked the place where they hid, hard and 

repeatedly. If I had missed any, they did not come out. Then I had a queer feeling. There was 

an unreality about the whole thing. I moved to gaze at the spot from another angle and all 

six rats appeared exactly in formation as before, none the worse for wear! Whereupon I 

glanced up at the wall of the barn above our heads and laughed loud and long, while Eddie 

thought my nerve had cracked. Then I pointed to six ventilation holes in the barn wall 

through which the rising moon was shining and whenever our bodies came between, the 

light was cut off and the ‘rats’ appeared to dive out of sight!  As the moon rose higher, the 

spots of light came closer. 

We regularly went to the Keswick Convention90, or at least I did, sometimes with Eddie, 

sometimes with others and sometimes alone. Eddie and I went one year without a tent to 

stay over the Friday and Saturday nights. It was work and school respectively for us on 

Monday morning. We found a comfortable barn and shared it with a tramp on the second 

night, while it poured with rain. The only difference the tramp made was that we transferred 

what little cash we had to the inside of our shirts before going to sleep, and dropped into 

slumber with the dreary voice of the unwanted neighbour still going on about the various 

beats of local police which were well known to him and of no interest to us. The Convention 

was, and still is, a great institution. The huge tents seat many thousands. It is attended by 

people of almost all denominations. As for us we heard better sermons than we usually 

heard at home and the singing of so many fervent believers was ‘out of this world’ as they 

say. The vast harmonious volume of it I can hear now after forty five years. 

But when it came to going home on the Sunday night we were all right until it came to 

switching our cycle lamps on. Without our knowing it, the rain of the night before had 

seeped in to the lamps and soaked our batteries. I had the least glimmer in mine but there 

was none at all in Eddie’s. As the daylight failed we hurriedly tried this thing and that, 

working methodically as we could, with little hope of success. The two lamps were identical 

so we could interchange bulb, battery and case. But all to no avail. Came a time when we 

could persuade neither to work! We dare not ride without lights as the police were 

concentrating on that stretch of road and cases had been reported in the paper for three 

consecutive weeks. We had a further thirty miles to go. 

Daylight went completely, but at last we had got one of the lamps to really work. It was 

something of a miracle in the circumstances. But one lamp between two! “Take it,” I offered 

magnanimously, “you’ve got a train to catch at six in the morning, and I’ll walk on till 

daylight”. “Then let me take the luggage,” he said, “and I’ll leave you the food.” So it was 

                                                           

90 The Keswick Convention began in 1875.  
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arranged, and wishing me all the best, he pedalled off into the night. How still it seemed, 

when he had departed and how closely the darkness shrunk in upon me. I missed him all of a 

lump when he had gone.  I set off walking my bike, but sometimes riding on the pedal down 

a hill, ready to step down if anyone came in sight. When on foot how many iron shod heels 

echoed on that narrow country road! How dark were the trees in their full foliage on either 

side! They reminded me of “tree dragons” I used to image when I was very young, walking 

down lanes holding on to my mother’s hands. I sang a hymn and a chorus or two, such as I 

had heard at the Convention, “Like a river glorious is God’s perfect peace.” Seven thousand 

people had sung that together the night before, like a great torrent of praise cascading over 

the very floor of heaven. But my poor voice sounded very thin on the cold night air. I had 

clattered along for a couple of hours pushing the bike on one side of me and then the other, 

till the endless monotony of it proving hypnotic I felt suddenly overcome with utter 

weariness. Every few minutes my head flopped. My eyes would not keep open. My legs felt 

uncertain. I knew I could not stay upright another minute. A gate was at hand. I opened it 

and entered a field, finding strength to put on my cape and leggings against the dew. I lay 

down by a stream and slept. It was between three and four in the morning, as dawn was 

breaking, that I awoke to the find the birds singing, and that I was shivering with cold. The 

inversion effect of chilly air descending from the nearby mountains had enclosed me in its 

grip, I felt ready to freeze. It was useless to try to sleep again, so I peeled off my 

waterproofs, washed scantily in the river and stuffed my mouth with a chunk of bread. Then 

bundling a scarf about my neck and chest, I returned to the road, took my bike and 

continued my journey home. 

But the next half hour was utterly enchanting with birds singing fit to burst and rabbits 

running break-neck alongside my silent bike not knowing how to turn to escape it. A fox 

trotted over the road from one hedge to the other. A stoat rippled across and a rat. Two 

hedgehogs ran swiftly to the middle of the road and stopped, not knowing quite what to do 

next. I had sped far on my way before they had solved their problem. But the mysterious 

changing light of the rising sun percolating brilliantly through the pink morning mists made it 

a veritable fairyland. So I skimmed like  a bird through the chill morning air, down through 

Coniston and up through Torver, till I came to the point where I could look down over the 

wide valley of the Duddon Estuary to the clean little town half way down to the curving 

horizon, to the southernmost tip of Cumberland which my home. I braked and drew up with 

my foot on the bank of the road, paused and contemplated the breath taking, wide-

sweeping panorama which I had surveyed often before. A puff of whitish smoke caught my 

eye as a train, by distance Lilliputian, left the little station on its long loop round the estuary 

to the town of Barrow-in-Furness. And I smiled to think that my good friend Eddie would be 

on that train trundling its way to a day’s work on only four or five hours’ sleep. I was still to 

learn how difficult a task can prove to be for a growing young man. Even so I pitied him. But I 

need not have done so for I was wrong! About eleven that morning when he should have 

been at work he stood by his front door and had a tale to tell. 

I was not the only sleepy boy that magic night. On leaving me with the lamp and the larder, 

he only covered a matter of ten miles when he too was overcome by the need to sleep. He 

just had to give in and seeing a friendly barn about fifty yards from the road he decided that 

a couple of hours in the hay would leave him ample time to get himself home, splash himself 

under the cold tap, swallow a meal and run for his train. No, he did not oversleep in the hay! 

He assured us he woke all right, refreshed and ready, only to find a huge and tooth-

displaying, growling and vicious sheepdog barring his way. It guarded him most faithfully. 

Every time he moved towards the exit the evil monster made as though it would go for him. 
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It was seven before the farmer came and called his dog away with an oath, gave Eddie a 

savage lecture and let him go. It was breakfast time and he was hungry. His energy flagged, 

for he had no food, there was nothing to do but take his time pushing our joint load of gear 

up hill and down dale that long twenty miles to Millom town. 

Now Eddie, you will remember, was six months older than I. Yet I was quite an inch taller. It 

seemed that I was destined to be very tall indeed. But strangely, I stopped growing a year or 

two later, while he continued growing well into his twenties. Hence I reached six foot and he 

reached six foot two and a half or more. He joined the police force and became, I believe, 

chief constable. What stopped my growing as tall as he or taller? It wasn’t lack of desire, I 

can tell you. Little did I know that a rare spinal disease was to arrest my growth and even 

shrink me down again to under five foot nine! I wonder if the first hint of such a thing could 

have been when the family had to keep telling me to straighten up. If I was not standing 

straight I was not aware of it.  But I took to watching my reflection in shop windows as I 

passed and to my horror found that I really was leaning forward. I learned to counter the 

fault somewhat, though with difficulty.  

In my later ‘teens bouts of sciatica developed, increasingly severe, so that it became much 

easier to bike than to walk. But between these bouts I could run and leap and swim and 

wrestle with the rest. I got school medals for wrestling and for the mile race, and one for all 

round athletics, would you believe it! At seventeen I applied for acceptance by the 

Metropolitan Police, having been assiduously coached by my eager father in the subjects set. 

They measured me up but told me to apply again when I was eighteen. A year later police 

work was not at all attractive to me. At twenty one I went to college but suffered occasional 

attacks of excruciating pain at the base of the spine and still continued to limp badly from 

time to time with that dreadful sciatica. The doctors didn’t seem to know of any cause for it. 

If they had known, they might have prevented the curvatures which developed with the 

passing of time. But it was not until I reached thirty four that the condition was diagnosed. 

Then it was revealed that I could not be helped very much and was destined possibly to be a 

helpless cripple by forty five! I’m glad to say that this dread promise was not fulfilled. True I 

grew steadily worse and considerably lopsided and reached a state in which I could not at 

times comb my hair or dress myself. But then for ten years the pain slowly decreased. Some 

mobility returned and throughout I never ceased to do my work and have continued to my 

retirement at 65. Was it a freak improvement and one of these “remissions” which medical 

men like to speak of as luck! It could have been prayer or faith because many cared, believed 

and prayed. But in telling all this I am driving too far ahead.   
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CHAPTER 7 

Business in our town was growing pretty grim. But father still kept our Shack at Summer Hill. 

Then, whether to save on the rent or enjoy a change, he took it to pieces and moved it on a 

lorry to a place at the foot of Black Combe
91

, just beyond the village Silecroft village. 

A farm stood on the right near the top of John Bull Hill and was 

I believe at one time the Upper John Bull Inn
92

. Was the farm 

called Bank End, I wonder? No matter. Here lived the Coward 

family
93

- Mr and Mrs Coward John and Bessie about the age of 

Evelyn and Dan. They were delightful people and full of fun. 

The closeness to nature of these two teenagers made them 

think that we town’s people would be much less well informed 

about such things than we turned out to be, while the crudities of farm life and natural 

propagation were largely a mystery to us, the basic truths we had already taken in our stride 

and we proved to be much less embarrassed by the details than they were themselves. 

So we “mafflelt and joaked”, as they say in those parts, and learned to think very highly of 

each other. We put our Shack on their land and lent a hand with the haymaking and the 

harvest and were privileged to go on the fells for sheep when the time came round.  

 The Cowards land stretched from the main road right along the foot of the famous 

mountain for about a quarter of a mile, where was a barn with some outhouses and a raised 

enclosure. In this enclosure, with only a dry stone wall separating us from the steep, open 

mountainside we set up our summer dwelling. From our windows we look out across 

Whicham, Silecroft, Kirksanton and Haverigg Haws and to the left up Whicham Valley to 

Thwaites and the mountains beyond, while to the right the view took in the sea-land fields 

and the ocean, with the Isle of Man stretching out serene across the horizon. The lesser hills 

of Lowscales, pronounced “Losscals” locally, divided us from Millom and the Duddon Valley. 

The cranes and chimneys of Barrow-in –Furness stood vague and aloof on the skyline of the 

end of Lowscales as though drawing attention to the life of another world. 

A sycamore tree grew just outside our door. It was easy to climb and in it Dan and I would 

pretend to be monkeys for the frequent guests. In the barn were cats grown wild, fending 

for themselves by the slaughter of rats and mice and even rabbits. Katy Curbison must have 

been a cat like this, for the poet A.C. Gibson, writes of it: 

 

When it’ back was weel up an’ o’ ruddy for war 
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Black Combe is a fell in the far south of the English Lake District, just four miles from the Irish Sea. It stands in isolation, some 10 miles away 

from any higher ground; this factor gives it an excellent all-round panorama of land and sea, with views towards the Scafell group, the Coniston 

group and the Yorkshire Dales. In exceptionally good visibility the Isle of Man and Snowdonia may be visible, 85 miles to the south. It was given a 

chapter in Alfred Wainwright's Outlying Fells of Lakeland book. At 600 m, it is only 10 m short of being a Hewitt.
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John Bull Inn appears on the 1901 Census and the old OS maps c.1926
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1901 Census shed no 61 – records James COWARD , farmer and his family  at Sledbank which corresponds well with my father’s diary. Note 

the location with the word “bank”. 
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It wad lick a cur dog mair nor ten times it’ weight 

An’ mongrels and messans they dursn’t cu nar… 

For thievin’ and reavin’ ‘twas war not a fox. 

In poor weather we occupied ourselves with reading, drawing and painting. Or we played 

cards, draughts and chess, even ludo, snakes-and –ladders and tiddlywinks. Or we might 

make something. Plait something in straw or bass or produce a pattern in macramé. I might 

carve something in one of the many pieces of soapstone which we had picked up from the 

beach, or play a tune or two on the autoharp or tinker with the crystal wireless set which 

Dan had put together. If Dan was there we might make a giant kite
94

, either of flat or box 

type. It might be six feet long strutted with bamboos washed up by the sea. We would climb 

the Combe and fly it. Perhaps tie a thin copper wire to it to extend our aerial and Dan would 

transcribe the Morse code messages for me and we would wonder at all the strange 

concerns and transactions which were always going on in the world. Or we might write in big 

letters upon the kite an advertisement for father’s business and fly this for all to see. Often it 

took two of us all our time to hold such a kite against the pull of those mountain gales. But 

the most thrilling occupation when the weather was good, and one I personally never tired 

of, was the mountain itself. Can you imagine having six or seven weeks of summer holiday to 

run wild on its slopes? And also at Easter and Whitsun each year I was getting into training 

for the school sports without even realising it. 

This celebrated mountain is just thirty feet short of two thousand feet high. Much of its 

slope is steeper than one in two! But our Shack being at the two-hundred foot level, the 

journey to the top, a distance of two miles, involved an average slope of about one in six. Yet 

I ran and climbed so much and came to know the south and west sides so well that I could 

run to the top and down again in forty five minutes, if my memory serves me well. Running 

the mile race on the level after that was like strolling through a shopping area.  I always 

finished as fresh as when I started in those school sports. But there was nobody to tell me to 

push myself more and do a better pace, so I often ambled home second or third when I 

could easily have won. 

It was nevertheless in these individual events that I excelled if anywhere, for I was of little 

value on the football field or on the cricket pitch. I did not even know the rules of these 

games. It was usually the Benson boys who prevented me from coming first in the mile race 

and Duncan Weatherall from winning the Cumberland and Westmorland wrestling, though 

sometimes I came first in both. But you never knew from day to day when the painful grip of 

a sudden dose of sciatica would put me out of the running. 

I was never a great jumper, but here Duncan was a marvel. Indeed he was a fine all round 

athlete. I was quite a good swimmer if you didn’t look for style, and a capable and 

enthusiastic cyclist. Having a good sense of balance, I believe I reduced the slow bicycle race 

to a farce by remaining stationary for a full minute at a time while most others wobbled and 

fell. Although for some reason I always found it difficult either to turn cartwheels or even do 

a good headstand, I came first in the school gymnasium in my final term. 
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This brings back memories of how Edward Holme, my father, made me a kite which we flew on Box Hill in London when I was a child.
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Still the real pleasures of climbing Black Combe95 were not in exploits but in the real 

enjoyment of its wildness and beauty. It was celebrated not for its steepness or height, nor 

yet for its whale-like hulking contour and ominous blue-black countenance, but for its 

unequalled position and setting. It was clothed in bracken, heather, bilberry and turf, fresh 

green in spring and summer, amazingly brown in autumn and winter and the scent of it! The 

taste of it! And the rustle of it! The idyllic hours I enjoyed lying full stretch in it, especially 

where it grew five foot high. It was not difficult to imagine oneself in a primeval forest, 

where a beetle was a monster, a horny huge reptile, where the light of the sun only faintly 

percolated through its pale green light, simple pleasures which remain in the memory just as 

vivid after forty five years or more. 

On the side of the mountain were great outcrops of rocks. Craggy slate cliffs covered with 

lichen and mosses. It was sheer joy to pit ones strength and wit and nerve against their cruel 

perpendicular faces and contemplate their markings or examine the beautiful growths that 

nestled in their cracks and hollows. And the cave! 

I used to imagine that cave to be a natural phenomenon, and that where at far end it sank 

until the roof disappeared into the crystal water, the mysterious tunnel dipped down to the 

very centre of the earth. In reality, drill holes visible in the rock at several points were ample 

evidence that it was a man made drift to a mine of some kind. What did they mine there, I 

wonder? Copper perhaps.   

The Cave! I write it with a capital letter because it is not just a cave to me. I was more like a 

living thing. It was not big or exciting, quite twelve feet in diameter at its mouth. It tapered 

as it went in, so that at perhaps twenty feet, at the brink of the water, the roof was about 

five feet high. Along the sides there were ledges where one could sit and facing the entrance 

where was bracken which grew fully five feet tall. For me it was a retreat, a lair. It caught my 

imagination, exciting me. The mouth of the cave was perhaps fifty feet higher than the path 

which ran about the mountain foot and perhaps a hundred and fifty yards from the Shack 

standing just below the path.  To sit at the mouth of that exalted hideout gave one a sense 

of superiority. Right royal were the emotions which flooded my soul when I perched there. 

Fantastic the situations I conjured up. In an hour there alone one could find oneself 

completely enveloped in a world of solipsism96 . I alone existed. All about me was only a 

dream. I could change it all by a thought if I wished. A passing cloud which blotted out the 

direct sunshine and changed the face of the earth came but by my desire. The wind blew the 

waving corn in the fields below because I like it that way. The farms and trees stood in their 

places motionless at the whim of my will. All things vanished if I closed my eyes and ceased 

to be. 

                                                           

95  ". . .In depth, in height, in circuit, how serene 

The spectacle, how pure!. . ." 

William Wordsworth in View from the top of Black Comb 

96 Solipsism is  the view that the self is all that can be known to exist. 
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We kept an auto-harp97 in the Shack, our only musical instrument except for a small mouth 

organ, and of course the comb and paper expedient. I greatly loved the auto-harp and 

played it a great deal. Sometimes I climbed to the Cave with it, especially on a rainy day, and 

played away for hours, watching the nearly motionless world below. When the rain stopped 

people would occasionally saunter along the path below. Then they might hear the strains of 

otherworldly music, evidently emanating from the very bowels of the mountain. 

I often watched them with intense amusement through the tall green bracken which hid me. 

I have seen them stop and peer apprehensively up and around the mountain, then turn and 

quicken their pace or even run. I have sometimes helped them on their way with a long 

sepulchral howl, a dismal moan or unearthly screech. I have seen grown men and women on 

occasion flee headlong and through the gate to clatter utterly demoralised down the rocky 

lane and then I would laugh. 

I once enjoyed the sight of the remarkable Reverend William Pellisier Ingledow98 

entertaining a young couple by doing a lively dance to the sound of a phonograph which 

they had set up while they picnicked alongside the path. 

But one day I was affronted, not by any human, but to find on ascending to my beloved 

Cave, the cave which I had long learned to call my own, that I could not get in. My entrance 

was strangely barred! Progress was prevented by a giant web spanning the whole mouth of 

my favourite cave. A web the like and size of which I had never imagined. The early morning 

had been misty, almost what we call a Scottish mist.  Now that mist had rolled away.  The 

sun was just beginning to strain through, every moment growing stronger. And there was 

that great web, twelve or more feet across, drying rapidly and growing every moment 

stronger. An enormous circular thing it was, much bigger than I and in the centre a giant and 

most exquisite velvety spider, clothed in elegant hairs and striped like a tiger. It was 

immaculate, motionless and waiting, a self-sufficient philosopher, it seemed. 

I squatted myself down in the bracken, almost as still as she, to take it all in and watched the 

splendid creature with admiration and awe. As each tiny fly passing touched the net, the 

spider gave one single, quick vigorous pluck at a thread, and the sticky globules which it had 

spaced strategically over the web engulfed the poor thing and secured it to the net and to its 

ultimate end. 

I now began to observe the workmanship of this enormous construction and the breadth 

and height of it and artistic symmetry of it, its cleverly selected moorings, and indeed its 

tremendous elastic strength. Then to consider the marvellous speed with which the amazing 

spread had been constructed, for there had been no sign of it the previous evening. 

As I thus pondered, the situation changed. The whole glistening contraption was shaken 

violently, for a large wasp had flown straight into it. Now this was a very different thing from 

                                                           

97 The Autoharp is a musical string instrument having a series of chord bars attached to dampers which, when depressed, mute all the strings 

other than those that form the desired chord. Despite its name, the autoharp is not a harp at all, but a zither. The generic term for the instrument 

is chorded zither. The term "Autoharp" was registered as a registered trademark in 1926. 

98 Rector of Whicham  (1901 Census:-   RG13; piece 4899, folio 39, page 11)  
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the alighting of a fly or two. In a few seconds a strong wasp might make the great hole in the 

mighty web and get away to leave much damage. But in a split second the splendid spider 

was upon it and a great battle followed. I watched it spellbound, gasping at the speed and 

agility, the fantastic prowess of those two most elegant creatures. I never saw such a fight. 

Years later I was see mice doing battle with each other, and for that you need a slow motion 

camera, for they move too quickly for the eye to follow. But the bewildering thing here was 

not the speed, so much as the cleverness of the combatants, the spider and the wasp, 

particularly the spider which seemed to know instinctively that the wasp had a formidable 

sting in its tail. How cleverly, perhaps twenty or thirty times, the spider avoided the lethal 

weapon as it proceeded cleverly to enmesh the powerful wasp in a heavier and heavier load 

of threads. Meanwhile the wasp strove and buzzed and heaved and fought, broke its bonds, 

tried to thrust its sting into the fat body of its opponent only to find itself bound again and 

tighter.  

With finesse the spider lunged and withdrew, circled and sidestepped, never once suffering 

a wound from the wasp’s vicious onslaughts, nor one coming in contact with its own well 

placed gooey globules. Half an hour passed the fury never abated. Three quarters and the 

grim wrestling still went on. From first to last there was never a dull moment. Never I have 

seen such a gripping spectacle. What I saw that still morning I could never have believed and 

can never adequately describe.  

But it was coming plain to see with the passage of time where the victory would lie. Little by 

little the weight of thread and the sticky hampering exudations were telling. The time had 

come when the wasp clearly had no chance. The spider could now stand back a moment and 

consider its handiwork, but only for a second. I then saw another move which I had not seen 

before. The giant spider dived forward with terrific ferocity and plunged its poisonous fangs 

into the struggling body of the wasp. Again and again it did the same, those massive fangs, 

with powerful, swift brutality. Or was it kindness? A stupefying injection to ease the latter 

end. I know not what an insect feels but it was very evident within a minute or so, that the 

wasp was numbed and paralysed. The victim’s struggles ceased and in apparent sleep or a 

deep coma at last it died. 

The magnificent spider’s task was now almost complete. But there was one more surprising 

thing. Tireless as ever, unconcerned and immaculate as before, it proceeded to cut its trophy 

free of the net and roll it systematically in more and more of that magic twine  which it 

continued to weave from a seemingly inexhaustible supply issuing from its own tail end.  

Then carefully, in business fashion, securing the last turn with another gluey blob as with a 

strip of cello tape it deftly suspended the inert wasp by a length of thread several inches 

long, to await such growth of appetite as could do justice to so adequate and choice a dish. 

To say I was impressed is to misrepresent my feelings. I was utterly staggered. More, I was 

humbled, subdued and I had to remind myself that these creatures I had been watching with 

such absorption were not what we would call rational, thinking creatures. They were little 

savages and lived by instinct. Of course I had no reason to believe that they had any 

conception of God. I suppose the spider never prayed when it went into battle, neither did 

the wasp send up a cry for deliverance when it sped into that murderous net. We need not 

suppose, I mused, that the spider would say grace before meat when it sallied forth leisurely 

to suck the nourishing juices from the suspended body at a later hour. Yet they knew so 

much, in some uncanny way. And no need of God! If I had been that weight and size I could 

not have walked that loaded, snare filled web. I could not have conquered those mighty 
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whirring wings or lethal tail as it was. I could so easily slip upon the saw-edged crags of the 

mountain and break a leg. I needed God. 

That afternoon I took my catapult, the one which Evelyn’s boyfriend had taught me to use so 

effectively, thinking to use it on whatever hapless bird or rabbit I might chance to see. But I 

found little to use as a target except the gulls which frequently hovered overhead as they 

enjoyed the rising currents of air above the mountain. So, whang!  I let fly a glass marble, an 

excellent projectile, allowing for the speed and direction of the gull, and a little for the wind 

and gravity. I aimed straight and hit my mark. But not the target, that is the marble actually 

passed through the point in space where the gull would have been at the precise moment, if 

it had kept on the course it was going! As a matter of fact the gull was not a bit concerned 

but simply lifted a wing without effort and slid gently to one side so that the marble passed 

harmlessly by. I had made no mistake but its sharp eye had seen the transparent missile, 

measured its destined trajectory and taken the necessary evasive action as a matter of 

course. 

I did it again and the very same thing happened. Furthermore, the bird did not seem to care. 

I just did not matter. It wasn’t a thing to notice and did I think myself clever with a catapult?  

Such achievement was as nothing. How much more subtle, able, efficient is nature and that 

without any additional training, I thought. 

Did I believe I was adept at running mountain trails? I could slip and scrape and bruise my 

knees. I never saw a sheep do that. These creatures were wonderfully adapted to their 

environment. They could cope with their world. But my world was already proving a 

problem for me. What would I do when I came to leave school? Things were tough. The 

outlook was bleak. There were no prospects of any kind, could I get into some office, or join 

a local undertakers, or would business buck up and I could do well in my father’s line? Could 

I trust God for this? But it was time for tea and active young fellows must eat. 

That evening I sped along the narrow sheep track which ran close to the foot of the fells so 

as to catch a glimpse of the sun as it dropped to the horizon across the Irish Sea. Its all-

pervading glow engulfed the sky as though the gates of God were opened and His heaven 

came pouring through. A golden, rippled path began at the edge of the tranquil sea inviting 

me to walk to the very centre of the sunset splendour. I stood a moment in contemplation of 

the whole miracle, and then sat on the close cropped turf to gaze at the monster sun 

descending ever more rapidly towards the sea. I saw it change shape in its characteristic 

fashion by way of homage before it sank completely out of sight, leaving its glory to show 

where hid the chasm through which it fell. What a day it had been! And tomorrow out with 

the shepherds to gather the sheep for shearing. 

We drew together very early, our Mr. Coward and his son John with their two sharp black 

and white dogs, Lish and Fly, together and with another farmer from Woodhouse Farm99 I 

think and his son and a farm hand and another three dogs. All were slow speaking, easy 

moving, but quick as ferrets when the moment called for it. 

                                                           

99 Woodhouse Farm. My father was correct about the name of this farm which would have been close to the Coward’s Farm. 

(Grid reference: SD 1242  8301). The farm stands on the A595 from Millom on the left hand side past the inn. 
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With long steady strides we skirted the mountain and turned up its slopes by the same 

familiar path I had now followed a hundred times, a foaming stream falling over myriad 

rocks on our right. Quickly we climbed to the seven hundred and fifty foot level, over the 

first hump, where bracken thinned out and heather began to take over. Another two-fifty to 

where the bilberries thrived, with their fresh green leaves. A gentler slope again, then 

steeply once more to weather-beaten turfs of peaty growth sharing the slopes with rugged 

rock and boulders. 

The pace was measured but relentless, our breathing deep and steady. The mountain’s 

shape deceives the climber. You think you are there at the top and you are not. The novice 

sees the top just fifty yards ahead, but the ground curves away and the top is away ahead 

again. It had happened to me so often that I was not deceived and glad I was that my legs 

were already inured to the steeply rising trail or I must have been left far behind. 

At last the topmost mound was scaled and we passed within a hundred yards of the cairn 

which marked the summit. The sky was clear and the sun poured down, but the wind was 

strong and cool, drying the sweat as it exuded from our faces and necks. It was good to be 

alive. 

But where were the sheep, the “Blessed Sheep” as the Syrians refer to them? A handful 

were scattered over the miles of mountain pasture but these the shepherds simply passed 

by. “Not of my flock,” they seemed to be saying. Being still very green in these matters, I 

couldn’t just see how they could know at such enormous distances whether a sheep was 

theirs or not, but their eyes were much sharper than mine and of course they knew just 

what to look for, while I did not. On we plodded now over very rough terrain indeed. The 

game was proving harder than I ever imagined. Two or three miles across the heights, then 

without a word the shepherds stopped, as one man. Their five dogs also stood, intent and 

motionless. Then Farmer Coward raised his binoculars and declared, “Aye, lads that’s them”. 

Silently a shepherd put out an arm and one of the dogs set out at a fast pace in a great semi-

circle to the left. A quiet word from John and his dog took a similar curve to the right. Three 

other dogs stood waiting, alert, eager and patient all in one. Two of these would have their 

turn later. The third was but partially trained as yet and would only watch. With incredible 

speed and confidence the mere specks scattered over a distant prominence nearly another 

mile away were effectively brought together and inexorably drawn near. My admiration for 

these dogs was keener than it had been for the gull, the sheep or the spider.  

“Has every farmer got a different mark for his sheep?” I enquired, thinking of the hundreds 

of farmers who must have grazing rights on that one mountain. “Aye”, he replied, “an’ I’ll 

shoa that, in me big byook, when we get back, me lad”. 

The sheep were all about us now and the shepherds busy counting them in words I’d never 

heard before. “Yan, tyan, tethera, methera, pimp…” it went. Then, “Hethra, methera, 

hovera, dovera, dick.” I’ve come across slightly different forms, but this was how I heard it 

that day and on subsequent occasions. From ten it continued, “Yandick, tyandick,” etc to 

reach “bumfit” (fifteen) then “yanabumfit” etc up to “Gigot”, which stands for twenty. The 

twenties were counted on the five fingers to a hundred when something was transferred 

from one pocket to another or some other device adopted to keep stock of the hundreds. 
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I kept quiet and listened carefully until they had finished their counting and agreed the 

number, and then I asked tentatively, “Have you counted the one with the blue mark on its 

back?” “Nay, we mun’t count that ‘un. It’s nut ours”, one of them volunteered helpfully.  I 

thought again. The dogs were confidently moving the sheep to one side of us now ready for 

driving back to the farm below. “When you clip the wool off, won’t the markings go?” I 

enquired of John. “Aye lad they’ll gah.”  

“And will you shear that sheep which has a different mark on it?” I persisted. “Aye”, John 

retorted laconically. “Then how,” I wanted to know as a vindication of my logic, “How will 

the owner know his sheep again?” 

It was Mr Coward who heard my question and came to the rescue. He quietly took my coat 

sleeve between his strong fingers and pulled me over to the nearest sheep. He suddenly 

stuck his hand out, grasped the thick wool at the sheep’s neck and deftly stood astride of the 

animal. Then he ran his hand firmly and gently to its head and spread out its ear. “Lyook 

sta,” he bid me, “sitha”, he invited me again drawing me near. It meant “Look you, see!” 

When I peeked closely I saw a small hole snipped from the ear of the sheep. “All mine hev 

thet mark,” he said proudly. “T’other chap’s sheep have a different hole. Tha can allus tell thi 

oan sheep by’t ear. I’ll clip and dip his sheep for him and he’ll ‘appen mark it reet next time.” 

So I discovered an important truth that a mountain sheep has a mark on its body for 

everyone to see and another quite indelible which cannot be denied even when the other 

signs are gone. I wondered if this is how the Good Shepherd of our souls shall know and 

claim His own, but I couldn’t quite work it out. 

I was tired when I got back to the farm and left the scene to the constant baa-ing of the 

animals herded together in the spacious farm yard. The next day was to be quite strenuous. 

That evening, however, I was initiated into the mystery of sheep marking, when our Mr 

Coward sat me down with him a table in the big farm kitchen with the “Gate’s Shepherd’s 

Guide” 100open before us. It proved to be a book of ‘smits’ and ‘snips’. The smits are strokes 

and dots in red or blue on the back, rump or shoulder of the sheep, while the snips are 

clipping of the ear, left or right, upper side, or lower, consisting of mere slits or square or 

forked slots almost limitless combinations. Hence a farmer can recognise his sheep at a 

distance, but positively identify it on closer inspection from the ear markings in case of 

dispute. If a sheep were stolen even the skin could not be sold for the ear would give the 

thief away, and no reputable dealer would buy a pelt from which the ear slit had been cut 

away. 

Next morning we again got going early for the shearing and dipping operations and I was 

fully occupied catching the sheep and dragging them each in turn to the farmers for their 

‘hair cut’. I was allowed to ride the bigger rams if I could and a rough ride they gave me too. 

No sooner had I got astride one than it darted forwards, backwards and sideways, all in the 

                                                           

100 Marking of sheep for identification purposes is often done today by means of sheep tags - a type of ear tag. In some areas sheep are still 

identified through the use of notches cut in the ear known as ear marking, using either specially designed tools (ear marking pliers) or other 

cutting implements. 
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first second. Then started kicking and bucking with the frenzy of a devil on fire. It required 

very quick reaction from the rider, but fortunately my legs being a good deal longer than his, 

I was just able with luck to keep my seat and come out victorious.  

Next the artful cunning creature would pause for a moment as though it had quite given up 

and decided to be docile. Actually I discovered it was quietly thinking out its next surprise 

move. Within seconds it was off again, this time in a starboard-bow direction straight for the 

solid dry stone wall, which it struck broadside on, with all its force, which was considerable. 

It seemed to know that my right leg hung between its body and the wall. It seemed to me 

that the impact had pulverised my lower leg! Another split second and it had waltzed 

completely round and was going with equal vigour to hammer my other leg against the same 

wall. But the sudden vicious pain still singing in my right leg had quickened my wits so that I 

anticipated the move sufficiently to lift the left leg away in the nick of time. Many times it 

did the same, one side and then the other in quick succession, and always I managed to 

shoot my leg up out of the way, right left, right, left, while I struggled always to manoeuvre 

the beast nearer and nearer its intended goal. Many a ram I tried that morning and all had a 

trick or two up their sleeve or whatever they have, and the older the trickier. 

After shearing came the dipping, with a mountainous meal in the farm kitchen wedge 

between. The dipping was much easier for it was done very much en masse. Everybody gave 

a hand, the dogs helped too; the woolly, suspicious ruffians were carefully marshalled into 

the funnel of hurdles and pushed rather unwillingly down the ramp into the bath of 

disinfectant. Out of the other side and away, equipped now to face the summer heat and 

the egg laying flies that otherwise would make the lives of the poor things a misery by 

implanting under the skin a hundred ravenous grubs to burrow in the flesh and spoil the skin 

for future sale when they come out and fly away. 

I’ve been with the shepherds too at lambing time and gently driven the laden beauties down 

in the same way to have their lambs in the safety and comfort of the lower ‘intake’ fields. 

Yes and sadly driven the mothers back without their lambs while my heart bled for them as 

they pitifully cried for their young. But it might prove too bleak for the very young lambs on 

the high fells so early in the year. 

I learned that there are many names for different categories of Westmorland and 

Cumberland sheep. There is a programme that goes like this: Lambs are born about April, 

and from autumn on these are known as hoggs. When spring comes, and they are a year old, 

these are shearlings- because they have been sheared for the first time. In the following 

autumn when the females are first taken on a visit to a ram they are called gimmers (derived 

from a verb meaning to drive). The males are then wethers. One can also speak of gimmer 

shearlings and wether shearlings at the earlier stage. In the spring which sees them two 

years old they are known by the quaint name of twinters, derived no doubt from “two 

winters’. By then the females should have lambed, when they are given the fully fledged 

name of ewes, while the males, unless castrated, are named tups. Very technical isn’t it but 

very logical too! 

So we return the ewes to face the gales and snows of the heights. But that is not as simple as 

it sounds. I’ve gone with the shepherds and climbed almost two thousand feet with the 

ewes and walked further three or four miles across the rugged tops and left them grazing in 

apparent content, only to find next morning that they are back bleating at the farm for their 

little ones. 
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Again and again we did that exhausting journey and again and again the return of the ewes. 

Rather fewer each time, granted, until perhaps only two return then none. But the two had 

to be taken all the way up and all the way across the tops as surely as if there had been fifty. 

Then, thank goodness, the task was completed for another year. 

The fields of the farm are separated from the fells by a stout wall. One farmer’s grazing 

section or heaf101 used to be separated from another farmer’s section by a wall too. Some 

of these walls were built hundreds of years ago and still stand. Yet they are dry-stone walls 

that were built without cement of any kind. They stand the storms of centuries by the art of 

wonderful men who raised them up. They are mostly four or five feet high, more than two 

feet thick at the base and every stone is carried from the fell round about and place 

unerringly according to size and shape in the best possible position so that all lock into place 

to last almost for ever. Many a sheep has been thankful for the shelter of such a wall in time 

of gale, snow or ice. 

What I’ve never done is to go with the sheep in the dead of winter when the snows grip the 

mountains and the sheep are in real danger. It is not mere snow which is hazardous, for the 

sheep can live a week or more under many feet of snow while it remains soft and fluffy 

above its head, for the air, just a little of it, but enough, percolates through to keep the beast 

alive, its warm breath creating a cavity about its face. But if the snow should melt one day in 

the feeble winter sun and then freeze again in the night, the resultant mass is sealed. No air 

can now get through to replenish the poor sheep’s supply and the sheep will die unless 

rescued. 

It is then that the shepherd, even alert, must be up and doing. You will see him with his dogs 

and pole plodding and prodding in the snows, feeling for the sheep which a good dog will 

smell out for him. I say I have not gone with the shepherd when the snows cover the fells. 

But I have been up there when we dare not move, when clouds have suddenly engulfed the 

mountain top and left us stranded. I have often been warned of this possible danger both by 

the farmers and by my own father. Stay put, was their instruction, and the mist may lift. If it 

doesn’t, then the issues are more complex. But now I was in it with a shepherd, an expert. 

The shepherd’s apparent indecision was a very great puzzle to me. It appalled me. So I 

remonstrated with him in my boyish way: Look Mr Coward I cried, “This is the way. Here. 

You can see the path. Why don’t you take it?” His reply was calm. “Bide”, he said, “bide here 

and ye’ll see.” And we bided, as he put it, until the cloud lifted and drove swiftly away across 

the slopes. It was then I saw.  The horror I beheld was only a few feet away. Three hundred 

feet drop and almost sheer, loose shale clinging to the mountain side all ready to fall and 

always falling, the screes. This was the great black combe which gives its name to the 

looming mountain. Had I been on my own, as often I was on these slopes, another few steps 

and I would have been over the edge. But knowing the danger from my own assessment of 

the terrain, I had always kept clear of that dire stretch. 

                                                           

101 The word “heaf”.  Hefted" or "heafed", means that the sheep live on their own part of the mountain and do not need fences. Here in Cumbria 

and the Lake District, they live in the hills and mountains in all weathers.  Reference:- 

http://www.sovereignty.org.uk/features/footnmouth/hefted1.html 
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Now we proceeded, where in fact the path was taking us, along its very edge. It was nothing 

to them, and in other circumstances even I might have taken it in my stride. But now 

knowing the error I might so easily have made, I was terrified! 

“The sheep are feeding uphill,” I observed, “is that so that the food drops down into their 

stomachs easier?” Mr Coward did not think so. “Nay”, he drawled with a smile, “I doubt 

thet. They nobbut wend their way doon o’ mwornin’ an’ eat their way oop to t’ top all day so 

that the grass is nearer their noses ahl t’way. Then the sleep on the tops fur safelt leyk.” 

Then he added, “Mind, they’ll stay doon fur t’ richer grazing if we let ‘em. But we drive ‘em 

oop to save thet fur winter fodder.” 

At the farm they had got a little orphan lamb which I was allowed to feed from a bottle, such 

a dear little thing. Months later when I visited the farm again I asked to see it, but was 

surprised to find that it was already half grown and didn’t it know its way about! It showed 

more confidence than any other member of the family. We were amused to see how it 

followed Mary, the farmer’s daughter, about the place, in and out, upstairs and downstairs. 

It could have been the origin of the nursery rhyme, but it wasn’t. I saw it again a year after 

that, a fully grown sheep, now, self willed and petulant, grumbling abominably if it didn’t get 

its own way. I was welcomed at the farm house door and shown into the outsized kitchen. 

The farmer took his hat to the lamb and drove it out of the old basket chair by the fire in 

which it was curled up lie a lap dog. Then he turned the cushion over me to sit down! I could 

feel the warmth right through its considerable thickness.  

The year after that I called again, but now the stubborn old pet was not to be seen and they 

were reluctant to speak of it. There had been an incident they said. It had caused a lot of 

damage and had knocked someone over. And the result? The lamb that had so attractively 

followed Mary ended up at the butcher’s. 

So many happy memories are associated with our visits to that farm and our stay in our 

Shack there! So a warm place will always remain in our hearts for the members of that quiet, 

unassuming, jovial and hardworking family. Yet, inevitably perhaps, we have lost sight of 

them during the ensuing years. Some years later, however, after I left Millom to reside in 

Manchester, I received a letter from Evelyn with a sad mention of them. She had seen in the 

local paper that our beloved Mr. Coward had died. By then, of course he was an old man, 

but could still do a good day’s work on the farm at his own pace. The cutting she sent said he 

was found dead lying at the foot of a hedge, with his sickle still in his hard old hand, where 

he had been trimming to the last. 

********** 

By the time I had reached sixteen my father must have been forty five, little more than in 

the prime of his life, we might say. But he was quite poorly at times, either with his varicose 

veins or his distended stomach. For the former he must apply a special ointment, which did 

him little enough good, and strap up his legs with elastic bandage before getting out of bed, 

which was probably more effective. For the latter he was given interesting looking coal black 

charcoal biscuits to eat. I envied him and tried one once, which effectively cured my desire! 

They were practically tasteless and slightly gritty.  
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As mentioned earlier my father would not be content 

until he had a business of his own. I have a photograph 

in my hands as I write this, showing that first shop at 23 

Queens Street Millom, the window packed in orderly 

fashion with shirts, trousers, ties and handkerchiefs, 

shirts and trousers hanging outside. Father is standing, 

very straight and rotund at perhaps twenty two years 

old, at the shop door with his assistant and some little 

boy who presumably would not get out of the picture. 

Over the door, in fine bold lettering, is painted, 

“HOLME” and either side the words, “Pawnbroker, 

Jeweller, Milliner, Outfitter.” Over the doorway the 

comforting intelligence, “All pledges taken back door.” 

Father always maintained that he had ‘served his time 

to the watch making trade’, but when and how I never knew. However, he did take in 

watches and clocks for repair and certainly knew how to go about it. But during my teens his 

eyesight grew progressively worse so that he grew accustomed to passing on to me the 

smaller stuff to do for him, thus letting me into the secrets of the trade. In this way I learned 

how to take a watch down, how to clean and lubricate it, how to build it up again and adjust 

it. I learned about the different movements, functions and characteristics and the properties 

of various watch and clock oils and the hall marks on silver, and how to examine jewellery 

and to test gold and diamonds. It was all quite fascinating. 

But business grew no better, and often about the time I left school we had nothing in the 

pantry to eat when mealtimes came round. Dan was out of work for some time. Then Aunt 

Louie’s husband, Uncle Joe, took up window cleaning and Dan went to work with him. But 

long hours in winter weather played havoc with their health. Having little in their stomachs, 

the frost wrought devastation to their hands, splitting them wide open with ugly, multiple 

chilblains. 

Yet Dan never lost his faith and was now preparing to become a local preacher, assiduously 

studying for his exams and tests. I was in the running too, it seemed. They got me to take the 

young people’s class at chapel, as well as to teach in the Sunday School.  They called it Junior 

Guild. We kept a register and sang a hymn, read the scriptures and played games. 

Sunday services were mostly very dreary, though the organ was good. I particularly liked the 

voluntaries played by Miss Barbara Fawcett102 who lived next door to us in Market Street. 

Nevertheless I longed to sit with the kids in the back row of the gallery where once I amused 

myself among them. But wasn’t I growing up now and wasn’t I becoming a responsible 

person in the church? I could no longer be one of them. 

Then one Sunday a strange minister of gigantic proportions mounted the pulpit. His voice 

was huge and deep, “like the sound of many waters”, I thought, in terms of the Revelation of 

St. John. I was impressed by the immensity of his personality. Every thing about him seemed 

big, not least the generosity of his smile and welcoming countenance. I was taking little 

                                                           

102 Barbara Fawcett born c. 1900. Father a soda maker manufacturer. (1901 census for Millom) 
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notice of what he said, however, for I was wholly taken up with this unusually powerful and 

genial manhood occupying the pulpit.  Until he came to the children’s address, and horrors 

of horrors, if he didn’t take out a piece of white chalk and start actually to draw with it on 

the cloth of his great black jacket! Whatever will his wife say when she sees that, I thought in 

dismay. He must be a very courageous man, I said to myself and I began to listen. This visitor 

was the Reverend George Allen, then Connexional Guild Secretary. Many years afterwards, 

when he had retired we lived a few hundred yards from each other. I then learned that he 

had no wife to worry about for he never married and could even draw on his coat if he liked! 

But in that service at Queen Street, Millom, probably the Annual Guild celebration, I learned 

for the first time to listen to all the preacher said. So I made the amazing discovery that 

preachers can on some occasions be interesting to listen to. Thus, on many a future occasion 

I listened and although preachers varied, it turned out if one really had to go to chapel, on 

the whole it was easier on ones powers of endurance to listen to the sermon than not! 

But in the realm of day school the fellow pupils there were other things to cope with. It 

came about that Millom schools clubbed together to hire a train to the British Empire 

Exhibition
103 

which was on in London at that time. It was only for one day, but we travelled 

through the night before and returned through the following night, a pretty strenuous 

project if you couldn’t sleep on the way. Doris Walker
104

 was on that trip in those days but 

that meant nothing to me. 

Of course, I’d never travelled far in my life before and it was considered the chance of a 

lifetime. I must confess, however, that apart from giving me a glimpse of London and an 

awareness of the existence of an even bigger world somewhere further afield, it was more 

or less a waste of good money as far I was concerned. For I lacked guidance regarding the 

exhibition itself, and spent some time just roaming around the funfair, the like of which I had 

never seen before. I’m sure I do not know how my parents managed to raise the cash to 

enable me to join the others, but what little pocket money I possessed was spent on things 

which I’m sure were worthless. 

Strange as it may seem, the outstanding event of the trip for me was that I lost my cap. It 

was one of three caps I was to lose in the next few weeks. I think I must have dozed and 

someone picked it up for a joke, then someone threw it out of the window in the whoopee 

of the night on the journey south. It caused a furore, in fact, since every boy was obliged to 

wear his cap on leaving the train to help identify him as one of the school. After the rumpus 

died down they had to let me go unidentified. 

 I didn’t get lost or anything or get into special trouble as the teachers seemed to 

think I would. Caps, indeed, are a bit of a nuisance on outings like this, especially in 

Westminster Abbey and a few places like this all of which were laid on for the many swift 

hours of this momentous day. But in my case the great disadvantage of the missing cap was 

the worry and anxiety of having lost so valuable a possession which I knew we could not 

afford to replace and the ignominy of having to go home and confess that I had failed in a 

matter for which I would expressly been held responsible. 

                                                           

103 Took place in 1924 at Wembley. 

104 My future mother married Edward Holme. 
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Those caps were no less than six shillings each, including badge, a pretty stiff sum for a poor 

boy from a poor home during the Depression period. It spoiled the memory of that visit to 

London, took the edge off any description I gave of the trip and drew a terrible dressing 

down from both father and mother in turn on arrival home. Under protest a new cap was 

bought, since school insisted on it, although the money was hard to find after my parents 

had laid out so much to enable me to go to London. Yet this cap was lost some weeks later, I 

just did not know how or where. 

 Then six months before leaving school, would you believe I lost that replacement too or 

rather it was deliberately confiscated. It happened simply enough. I’d picked a quarrel of 

some kind with one of the better looking girls in my class so that she did something mean in 

consequence. Then my reprisal, I believe, was over severe and so a rift grew. The point came 

when she took my cap in revenge for something, which was about the worst thing she could 

do. Imagine me, who had lost so many caps in my time and now yet another! I dare not 

admit the loss at home and pretended I’d left it at school, which in truth I had, in a way. As 

to the quarrel which caused it, whatever it was all about, I refused to climb down and 

apologise for it and she steadfastly refused to return the cap. She kept in her underwear, she 

explained mischievously and I could come and get it if I liked! This thoroughly incensed me. I 

wrote the girl off, though I’d rather liked her until then and I never did get he cap back. 

Mother, when she discovered that I had lost yet another cap, refused categorically to lay out 

seven shillings and sixpence. The price had gone up. Yet the fact was that it was a rule of the 

school that every boy should wear one. Apart from the sou’wester which I wore when 

cycling in the rain and an old mackintosh cap I once acquired, I have never possessed an 

item of headgear from that day to this. Now that I’m older and the thatch is growing thin I 

sometimes think I ought to have a hat. Then I go to a shop and look at the prices and decide 

to wait another year, and wonder how much I have saved through the years by never having 

one, and wondering where all the money has gone. 

A great craze at that time was the cultivation of “bees-wine”. The tiny crumbs of yeast-like 

substance would swim up and down in their glass container in the most fascinating manner. 

Only Lyles Golden Syrup need be added, I believe, so nobody thought that any harm could 

come from drinking it. After all the syrup was only put in to feed the bees. The harmless 

looking beverage which resulted was very pleasant to sip. But one evening, just before 

Christmas, when the fair was on the Green beside the cattle market, Dan and I helped 

ourselves to a cupful of bees-wine when nobody was in and then went down for a turn on 

the swinging boats. Dan would treat me and how high we swung, and how long and what a 

thrill! Time after time Dan paid and we continued and couldn’t make it go! Then the man in 

charge applied the brake for the last time and helped us out. I felt most queer standing on 

terra firma after all that. The ground swayed up and down and the whole world spun. No 

doubt the drink contributed. The buildings were no longer clear. Dan saw my plight and took 

my arm, I was so thankful for his help. I must be ill. We walked a few steps down the road 

and stopped. I clung to a lamp post but he dragged me away and almost carried me home. It 

was the first and only time I have known what it is to be drunk. 

During the next few years, however, I became a secret drinker in a minor sort of way. Father 

did his drinking at the club. Rarely indeed would we see him drink at home. But two kinds of 

drink were always to be found on the shelves of the pantry under the stairs at home. There 

was homemade rhubarb wine and there was rum. As a family we were not considered to be 

drinkers, of course. Almost anybody would agree that there could not possibly be anything 
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wrong with taking a small tot of a pure liquid made within ones own home from nothing 

more patent than sugar, yeast and rhubarb. Only the best ingredients were used.  

Rum was a medicine like brandy and such. So regularly in the season, if money for sugar 

could be found, a batch of homemade wine was produced, usually from rhubarb but 

sometimes from carrots and elderberries. As to rum, well, was not this a true Cumberland 

tradition? One of the standard dishes of the county was reckoned to be rum butter
105

. 

Everybody had it. Particularly at a christening, this delicacy was considered almost an 

essential in most households, apart from its other uses. 

I am led to believe that the real classy thing is to have the baby baptised in water from a 

bowl, often a family heirloom, taken to the church by the family. It was then taken home 

after the happy ceremony, truly blessed by that association and the newly made warm rum 

butter poured into it and placed on the table for the less formal celebrations that followed. 

The recipe for rum butter is no secret. Soft, warmed, fresh butter, very slightly salted, is 

place in a bowl with an equal quantity of soft brown sugar and thoroughly churned together. 

When not quite cold, rum is added to taste. The actual amount of rum could of course, vary 

considerably from a few drops as mere flavouring to enough to be able to say that the butter 

and sugar swam in it. It was because of this dish that a bottle of rum was so often to be 

found even on the shelves of a teetotal home.  It was mainly for this reason, although 

admittedly also as an antidote to the common cold, that a bottle of the substance was found 

in our pantry. When in my teens I stayed out, as often, rather late I would find that mother 

had already gone to bed when I returned. Father, of course, was still yarning at the 

Conservative Club. Dan would be out, goodness knows where, and Evelyn by this time had 

left home. I would come in from my evening meeting at church, from the Wesleyan Billiard 

Club, or from my evening meeting at church, or from arguing with the lads to find that there 

was little to eat. So a swig from one or other of the bottles was a natural and pleasant 

enough prelude to a good night’s sleep. Frequently, however, the rum and the wine were 

exceptionally powerful, and the wonderful sensation as those liquids passed down the 

oesophagus and into the waiting stomach was something to look forward to. 

There was occasional ‘temperance’ preaching at the chapel, so I very well knew the dangers 

of drink and determined to be wary. But it was only when I realised that my clever 

grandfather
106

 had spoiled his life with whisky drinking that I eventually signed the pledge. 

After all it behoved a scout, as well as a Christian, to ‘be the best that he can be’, I thought, 

and I have scarcely drunk wines, beers or spirits since. Anyway, I’ve never been able to 

afford them, thank goodness! 

Usually I was pretty wary of other people, especially strangers, my father having brought me 

up on the good business precept to ‘trust nobody until you find him trustworthy’.  On the 

whole I was rather unwilling anyway to get involved. Thus I liked to evade and bide my time 

and commonly did not easily flare up about anything. But if some very personal situation 

really annoyed me I might all too quickly stir up a veritable rage, and then I could almost 

commit murder. Perhaps it is a defect which I have not altogether grown out of, but it less 

                                                           

105 My mother made rum butter every Christmas in her christening bowl despite the fact that our family were teetotallers. This was also true of a 

liberal glass of sherry in the trifle. 

106 Grandfather -   James Mitchell 
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often becomes active nowadays, for which I and others must be thankful. The family used to 

tell me it was my Spanish blood.  

One occasion, apropos to all that has often haunted me, if only because it was so amazingly 

trivial in origin, so sudden in reaction, and could have been so irreversibly shattering in 

consequence. Clarence and I were good friends, as I have said, we were standing in the 

darkness half way down the railway station steps enjoying a chat about one of our interests 

or about nothing at all, and leaning idly on the four foot sandstone wall when three girls 

stopped at the top of the stair where it opened to the road. We made a growling noise from 

the vantage point of the comparative gloom where we could not be recognised, just to 

amuse or scare them. The girls shrunk away nervously for a moment and then drew near 

again, curious, amused and giggly, as girls will. Still beyond the reach of recognition we 

began to call to them and taunt them. I knew two of them and Clarence didn’t. We began to 

wax rude to them, I more than Clarence, daring the more because we could not be identified 

and knew that the girls would not dare descend the steps. Then Clarence in fun, knowing 

what it would do to me and seeing the humour of the situation he could create, called out, 

“Do you know who it is that said that to you? I’ll tell you. It’s…,” preparing to declare my 

name. At this sudden and unfair threat I grew so furious that I picked Clarence up bodily and 

flung him clear over a four foot wall, four foot on my side, but fourteen foot on the other! 

The hard stone paving of the platform lay below. I heard the horrible thud as he struck the 

thick slate-flagged platform below. The girls were running for their lives and I was left on the 

stairs alone. I listened in the darkness. No sound. Then, “Clarence!”, I yelled, knowing full 

well that he must be dead or dying. After that I leaped over the wall and landed beside him. 

Thank God, he was not dead! But he lay very still and barely conscious. He was, of course 

terribly bruised and shaken and the breath was quite knocked out of him. He moved to get 

up and I helped him to his feet. We were both deeply shocked. Sadly and silently we walked 

home together. The incident was never referred to again and it made no speck of difference 

to our remarkable friendship. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Leaving school was no hardship. Not that school lacked character and interest. There was 

‘Big Bono’ the mighty, Little ‘Akki” the compact Hercules and of course Norman Nicholson
107

 

the clothier’s son. He was a member of our Wesleyan Sunday School , not all that strong, 

and therefore by-passed by the rougher of us. But already he was an observer, an 

individualist and in his own quiet way an adventurer. Of course we had no idea that he 

would become in his own time a world renowned poet.  

Then there was the gifted little Jimmy Greenwood who babbled French as he struggled to 

keep up with the lads. His brother a fisherman and first class swimmer was drowned within a 

quarter of a mile of the shore off Haverigg. There were good friends like Joe Salter, Harold 

Pearce and Billy Gilbert. Billy’s dad was the dreaded schoolmaster with huge nose and nasal 

peremptoriness; a Baptist preacher, who nevertheless wielded his cane right and left for 

correction and the up-building of his hapless pupils and, no doubt, for the glory of the Lord! 

There was the somewhat withdrawn Donald Downham, another Baptist. Exceedingly clever 

and shrewd, but not the weakling some of us thought him to be. And of course the girls. 

These I must not attempt to name and describe again or some of them may do for me yet.! 

They all meant something to me. It seems strange to me now that when I left school I don’t 

think I greatly missed their company. Was it a gift I had, or was it a defect of some kind? The 

impression I get is that I immediately switched off the world I had left behind and became 

absorbed in the new. It was the same when I left home. No sign of homesickness, no longing 

for what I had left, no great worry for those who belonged to me. It was not that I ceased to 

love them. I would have dropped all and come racing back in an emergency arose and they 

needed help. The same when I married. Batchelor days, like every other phase, had 

contributed to my personality, but that chapter had closed and another opened “blessed be 

the name of the Lord”.  Could it be that I simply trust the past to hand onto God? Or am I 

slightly psychopathic? Whichever it may be, I should like to think that when it comes to 

surrendering up my life at last I shall find it just as natural to take to the future. 

Having left school behind, I found plenty of contacts remaining and opening up at the 

chapel. There was a town full of relatives and a few odd school friends knocking about. I had 

left at sixteen, ostensibly to assist in my father’s business. But the situation must surely have 

been that my parents had found the greatest difficulty contriving to enable me to complete 

my four years at school. It could only have been accomplished by the severest economy and 

sacrifice. A few got their matriculation in their fourth year, but I could never have achieved 

that. A fifth year was out of the question and might have been wasted anyway. 

I believe both clothiers cum outfitters and the pawn shop were now closed and father had 

set himself up at little expense as an auctioneer, estate agent and valuer. Furthermore he 

rented Sheldon’s Auction Rooms in Wellington Street and displayed furniture there. 

                                                           

107 Norman Nicholson (1914-1987). Four years younger than my father. 

 His poetry is inextricably bound up with the former iron-mining town of Millom, on the edge of the Lake District in Cumbria. Apart from several 

years spent in a TB sanatorium as a teenager, Nicholson never left the town, living in the same Victorian house he was born in, 14 St. George's 

Terrace. His life was largely uneventful: having survived TB, he converted to Christianity at the age of 22 which proved a major influence on his 

writing. He married Yvonne Gardener in 1956: the couple are buried next to each other in the local churchyard of St. George's 
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Meanwhile Dan took a correspondence course in surveying to help in the business, there 

being no jobs available in the North at that time, and also secured an insurance round for 

evening work. 

As for me, it was not normally permitted for a school boy or girl to attend night classes, but I 

had been doing so badly at school in my last year that an exception was made in my case. I 

loved inventing all kinds of secret codes and felt a strong urge to master any that were being 

used by others. Hence shorthand intrigued me and I could not restrain myself from prying 

into its intricacies.  So I now joined the Pitman’s shorthand class. My father strongly 

approved of this and pressed me to take typing and book-keeping at the same time. They 

cost next to nothing, except that payment had to be made for the typewriters used on the 

course. However, we got over that difficulty by taking my dad’s machine with me every 

week. 

This would have been more feasible if dad’s machine had been a portable one. Instead it 

was an old fashioned “Salter 
108

” with cast iron frame and weighing a ton. 

 

 Salter typewriter No 10. This model was first produced in 1908 and continued in 

production for sixteen years. 

 

 

Nevertheless I lugged this monstrous contraption across town week by week until I 

succeeded in winning a Pitman’s certificate for typing, another for bookkeeping and yet 

another for shorthand. This last subject had not palled me at all and I went on for a second 

year, though the tutor, Tot Kelly, was deadly. So I acquired a full Theory Certificate with a 

speed of about forty words a minute. Kelly’s strong Irish vowels were very difficult to put 

down in shorthand and when he retired “Weegey” Atkinson took over from the old man and 

we found him a much easier teacher to follow. I had learned my subject fairly well and what 

I needed now was plenty of practice and expert tutoring, but the advance courses were a 

good deal more expensive and I just had to leave after a term or so. 

 The word “weegey” (or however it should be spelt) must surely have been a local 

term used to describe a bird which had been ‘winged’, that is, which had been wounded in 

the wing. “Weegey” Atkinson’s right arm always hung helplessly at his side. But he wrote 

shorthand, specifically made for writing with the right hand, at great speed and with 

phenomenal accuracy, with his remaining hand. When he taught his advance class and they 

sat opposite him at table, he wrote upside down with equal facility for us all to follow! 

                                                           

108 The SALTER was produced by George Salter & Company beginning around the end of the 1890's, and like some other machines went through 

a period of rapid design and feature changes before the machine was produced in number, over time, in a stable variant.  The company operated 

normally in other manufacturing circles (precision scales) but conducted manufacture of typewriters for about twenty years.  The factory was 

located in West Bromwich, England, which would go on to see further typewriter production in a conventional design beginning in 1924. 
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Attending the same class was the girl I have sometimes mentioned called Doris Walker
109

. 

But she was miles ahead of the rest of us and sometimes took over a section of the class to 

ease the tutor with his work. At a later date she became the appointed tutor for night 

classes in shorthand, typing and bookkeeping. By that time I was beginning to find her 

particularly interesting. We sometimes met and walked home together, talking about God 

and salvation and church and all that was holy, for she was following in her mother’s 

footsteps and doing what she could in the cause of Christ. As I too had never lost the deep 

awareness that God had ‘laid His hand on me’, as they used to say, this opportunity to 

compare notes was very welcome. 

Not that my former interest in criminology had deserted me or that I no longer wanted to 

excel in a criminal career, but the two urges lay side by side , the gulf between them was 

widening , and just now the leaning was a little on the side of the angels. 

It was not only the secrets of shorthand that intrigued me, as I have already said. It seemed 

to me that codes and secret writing of any kind could be useful. I learned many ways of 

producing invisible writing and regularly exchanged notes, written by one method and 

another with my school fellows. I mastered and saved a number of secret codes, inventing 

others, and in them corresponded regularly with school mates and friends. I had already 

mastered the Morse code and Semaphore, the deaf and dumb language with its parallel 

system for the deaf and blind, and also Braille. Then there was the ‘speaking’ code shared 

with two or three school fellows, in which you add a “y” sound to the end of every word 

beginning with a vowel and transfer every initial consonantal sound to the end of the word 

and add “y”. You soon get used to it and in a few minutes may speak it rapidly and 

effortlessly. “herewy arey ouy oingy ooty ightny”  means “Where are you going tonight?” 

When my brother Dan was in the army and drafted to Shanghai 
110

, I prepared a code for our 

use where each word was made up of a number of signs, each sign representing a letter of 

the word used and so arranged that it had the appearance of Chinese. Dan showed one of 

letters to a Chinese gentleman there and asked if would translate it for him. He went over to 

the light, turned it upside down looking rather puzzled, then turned it sideways,  handed it 

back and declared with conviction , “That writing not Chinese. It Japanese.”  

 

                                                           

109 Edward Holme married Doris Walker in the summer of 1940. 

110 During the 1920s and 1930s, the Corps increased its strength and had personnel serving in overseas stations such as Shanghai, Hong Kong, 

Singapore, Ceylon, Egypt, Jamaica and many other 'out-posts of the Empire'. The largest portion of the Corps was overseas, one third being 

concentrated in India.  
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Daniel Holme in Shanghai 

What Dan had learned of surveying in his correspondence course he now passed onto me, 

so that I was quite a help to father when Dan left home. By this time, Dan was well into his 

twenties. There were no prospects at home and having no yearning to continue with father 

who, to be truthful, was at the same time genial and irascible
111

, he went off one day and 

joined the Royal Corps of Signals. He chose this regiment only because he was fond of 

dabbling in electrical things and hoped that he might qualify as an instrument maker. What 

he did not know was that this was a mounted corps. He was in for a shock. Despite his go at 

farming while convalescing at Cark
112

 after a touch of rheumatic fever at fourteen, he was 

decidedly nervous of horses. Having landed himself in the Signals, however, he found 

himself compelled to ride these unpredictable creatures. In fact the first item on his menu of 

training was a concentrated six week’s course in horsemanship. 

What that man went through in the next few days is nobody’s business. He found, indeed, 

that nobody cared either. Unfortunately he got a really wicked horse, the very worst in the 

stables. Every time it kicked the terrified rider off the sergeant yelled, “Who told you to 

dismount? Get the hell up into those dammed stirrups fast, confound you, ditherer!” 

I could sympathise heartily when on his first leave he described his initial miseries. For I, too, 

was intently nervous of horses, usually giving them a wide berth. I vividly remember when 

about seven or eight years of age, walking backwards along Queen Street past McNally’s 

bone yard, intent on watching an old mangle being unloaded from a handcart. I was brought 

up with a terrific jolt as though stabbed between my shoulder blades with a heavy knife. For 

a second I was paralysed. Then as I turned to see the cause, I found my nose within three 

inches of the belly of a horse and almost fainted on the spot. I had walked into the point of 

one of the shafts of a cart! 

                                                           

111 Irascible = hot tempered 

112 Cark in Cartmel near Grange- over- Sands 
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The narrow back street between Market  and Albert Street which 

is typical of Millom. This photograph was taken by Edward Holme 

in 1972. Note the slag heaps from the iron works in the far 

distance. 

There was another time when I was nearly frightened 

out of my wits by a horse. I was walking down one of 

our narrow but well kept back streets, only to find that 

at the far end there was one of the huge railway 

delivery wagons. They were drawn by horses which 

were among the biggest you ever did see. Their 

harness must have weighed half a hundred weight, 

decorated with enormous, highly polished brasses. 

They were Shire horses and they were most 

impressive. There was little room to pass but the street was a long one and I would have felt 

most foolish turning round and walking all the way back on account of a mere horse, even a 

big one. I hated the thought of it, so summoning all the courage I could muster, very gingerly 

I began to squeeze past the waggon. That accomplished, next came the looming horse. But I 

was so glad to find that the animal was rather less wide than the waggon it pulled and so 

there was a little more room for me. I remember I was somewhere about half way along the 

horse’s body when, of all things, the massive creature took it into its head to shake itself, 

brasses and all! I thought I should have died. I was sure it had got me and the racket and all 

of all those heavy brasses dancing and leaping about its muscle bound body was something I 

shall never forget as long as I live. 

That phrase, “Never forget as long as I live.” I recall an occasion when we had a good laugh 

at my Aunt Louie
113

 who even then, it seemed to us, was growing forgetful. “Oh,” she said, “I 

mustn’t miss telling you what happened to me one day last week. I shall never forget it as 

long as I live.” At that point she hesitated, and turning to her daughter she asked, “What was 

it, Gracie?”  

Dan soon triumphed over his difficulties and became proficient in his thoroughgoing 

horsemanship course. He went further and learned some quite spectacular acrobatics like 

leaping into the saddle from behind, standing on the horses back and galloping like some 

circus celebrity; even riding under the horse’s belly or hidden on one side. Best of all, he 

came to love horses and when his brief army career came to an abrupt close he would 

frequently hire a horse for half a day and ride for the sheer pleasure of it. It was an 

incredible transformation! But his big disappointment was that he never made the grade for 

instrument making and only qualified as a Linesman 
114

. 

His regiment or part of it was rushed out to China at very short notice to cover an 

emergency and it was then that he found himself in Shanghai. There he became infatuated 

with a pretty little Chinese maiden called Mimosa. When he was whisked back to England, 

                                                           

113 Louisa  Robertshaw née Mitchell my grandmother’s sister. I have such lovely memories of her. Before her death I visited her. By this time her 

short term memory had gone yet she wiled away the time talking about her Cornish childhood and that long rail journey cum migration with her 

parents to Millom. I too, will never forget such a loving great- aunt. 

 

114 Linesman :  a person who installs and maintains electrical, telephone, and/or telegraph lines 
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however, he allowed the affair quietly to die. But later, when he had married a robust black 

haired English girl, they called their first born “Mimosa”! 

When Dan was on his way out to Shanghai they travelled on a mail boat which rolled 

miserably all the way. In the Bay of Biscay they had a storm and even the seamen were sick 

but not Dan. Perhaps he should have joined the Navy instead of the Army! 

I thought I’d send out a letter to await him on arrival. Instead it followed him all the way out, 

being franked at each port of call along the route, and on arrival in China was marked ‘not 

known’ and returned overland across Asia and  Europe, again receiving franking at numerous 

places on the way. You never saw anything like it when we got it back again. There must 

have been about twenty five postmarks of various countries and there was not a single 

millimetre of blank space on it either back or front. I kept it as a curio for a year or two. Then 

clearing out a drawer of unwanted knickknacks one day I destroyed it and have regretted it 

ever since. I shouldn’t doubt that it would have fetched a good sum on the stamp market 

this day. 

After Dan joined up and left us, what surveying had to be done fell to me. I liked the work 

very much. A letter would arrive from a housing company, usually the Abbey Building 

Society, with their instructions and forms to fill in covering our recommendations. We would 

go and look over the property. Father would cast his expert eye over it noting its assets and 

defects, the building materials used, the condition of its structure, roofs, drains and damp 

course.  He would be looking out all the time for such things as woodworm, dry rot and 

subsidence. He would consider its surroundings, amenities and the prospects of the region. 

Then from the evidence he collated he would arrive at its valuation. Meanwhile, my job was 

to take the dimensions of the land and the rooms and outhouses, note any material features 

of the land and go home to make a plan of the property. We then prepared the report which 

was duly sent off, and our cheque was returned. 

As time went on, I was gradually initiated into the mysteries of valuation, until father was 

able to hand the forms to me and look on while I made the notes, prepared the report and 

arrived at a valuation, which after discussion and perhaps amendment was sent off in my 

name. 

 Sometimes the property was much more than a mere house, as when we were 

commissioned to value a considerable estate up the Cumberland coast.  Here, in addition to 

the large house and furniture there were acres of park land, lawns and valuable trees, all to 

be described and carefully assessed. I could not manage a job like that on my own, but was, 

of course, occupied with measuring chain (an actual chain in those days) and a surveyor’s 

compass and theodolite. I did a pukka surveying job on cases like this and although I had no 

qualifications in the official sense, there  often came a letter after my name either by 

mistake or courtesy. 

The furniture of a great house might be put up for sale by auction and although father might 

not be the auctioneer, we would go along to inspect, look out for bargains and possible buy 

some fine pieces with which to enhance our showrooms. One great gilded and heavily 

mirrored sideboard which came from a whole room of such gilded furniture provided more 

than a little glamour placed strategically at the far end of our main display hall. Near it hung 

a picture in matching gilded frame which gave me a fright of which I must write shortly. 
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But speaking of auctioneering, what father sold was mostly furniture which private 

individuals wanted to sell- sometimes only odd pieces which might have been stored till the 

next date of sale. Often, however, it was a whole house of furniture, as when a family 

decided to sell up and try their luck in some other town or somewhere in the colonies. It 

might then be sold in situ or be loaded on to a lorry and set out in the Market Hall of the 

town which was hired for the purpose. Window bills would be printed and distributed over 

the town and my part was that of clerk to the proceedings, booking every item sold, with a 

description and price. Also, of course I would receive the cash and give change, or in some 

cases book the name, if the dealer were known, and see that he settled up at the close. It 

was never expected that a mistake could be made. All had to come our right in the end. 

If a piano came up for sale which was any good- and of course pianos are notorious for not 

being any good- I might be called on to leave my desk temporarily in the hands of a trusted 

attendant and go and play a piece or two , to show the instrument off. Sometimes I was a 

stooge of father’s well worn jokes. Sometimes we prepared some new line of apparent 

repartee. But even a lively auction became less lively when there was no money in people’s 

pockets. The task of auctioneer then became trying indeed. 

A new appointment was to be made for the post of auctioneer at the town’s cattle market 

when the old one died. That offered a really good regular job and would be marvellous for 

father if he could land it. He and another applied. But the other younger man got it. To 

father this was utterly incomprehensible. He was convinced that he was a great deal more 

competent than the other. I agree that he was probably the more conscientious. I can also 

see that it may have been just this which was his undoing. If father had a fault it was his 

desire to do well for his client. He hated to see things going for next to nothing, as they often 

did in those days of poverty and unemployment. This fault was not just because a better 

price brought him more commission. He knew the value of things and got worried when 

they failed to fetch the price they should. 

But this sensitivity often caused him to linger over an item, to postpone the drop of the 

hammer, or even on occasion to plead for yet another bid. It slowed up the selling. His 

audience tended to lose interest. The buying flagged. Can you imagine this in a cattle 

market, where dealers, butchers and farmers were itching to get off to their favourite pubs 

or back home to their labours or firesides? 

So next he advertised as a process server
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, but there were few enough to serve. Two 

insurance books provided a little income but there was not enough new business in Millom 

and it was new business which brought the best commission. As house and estate agents we 

had rents to collect and I have done my share of that work. Where repairs were necessary 

and the owners left it to us to see the work done, Dad and I often did the work ourselves 

and gained the more. I got quite adept at odd jobs, from putting slates on roofs to hanging 

gates and fixing locks on doors. 

To eke things out we took on debts too. This was a tougher project still. The worst was when 

father would make an offer for a firm’s bad debts. This could happen when a firm went 
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bankrupt, and many did in those years. He would pay a down a sum or arrange to pay in 

instalments, if possible, and thus buy the right to collect the debts if he could. To be 

successful in a matter of this kind it was necessary in the first place to weigh up the situation 

shrewdly and estimate how much it was safe to pay in view of the judgment as to how much 

of the debts were really recoverable, also how long it would take. Once the price was paid 

the money represented by the debts was owed to us and it was up to us to bring what 

pressure we could, to realise them as quickly as possible. 

Few were better equipped than father to make this kind of judgement. But once made it was 

I who was sent to collect the debts as I was still under the legal age to demand debts, but I 

looked so much older than I really was that as was never challenged. The last debts I ever 

collected in this way were at Askam- in-Furness, the little iron mining and smelting town 

where my father was born and went to school. For many months, every Wednesday, I took 

the book with the list of debtors and amounts, caught the train which traversed the estuary, 

and carefully did the rounds. “Little and often” was the motto in dealing with these poor 

people. It was unrealistic to expect that anyone would be able to settle the debt outright all 

at once and some took a long time to make a start. “Can’t you pay this week, Missus?  All 

right I’ll call again next week,” was the recommended routine. 

Some never intended to pay at all. But the ignominy of having the debt collector knock at a 

door regularly week in week out where everybody knew everybody was an affront to the 

image of respectability in those days and was usually sufficient to bring about a change of 

mind. Often, one who had before given nothing but cheek would reach the point of saying, 

“Could you take a shilling? It’s all I can afford, I’m afraid.” And I, who had done nothing all 

those weeks but ask and smile, would reply, “Certainly mister. Here’s a card with it all 

booked on; see, I’ll take a shilling off each time you pay.” 

 There are tricks of the trade, of course. You knock on a door and step briskly back so 

that you can see the windows when the curtain moves, then you know there’s somebody in. 

No one comes, so you knock again…and again. Neighbours are now coming to the doors to 

take an interest. You are listening intently. 

A debt collector develops a feeling for these things. He senses when a house is empty; 

knows when someone is in. It’s not the smell. It’s more of a sound or lack of it, perhaps an 

echo. I don’t think it’s fancy. I can still do it, after all these years, although I can be mistaken, 

of course. He keeps his ear close to the door all the time after the first step back- within 

three or four inches of it. He can hear the sound of someone creeping to the door or moving 

in the house, however secretly. If he senses someone approaching the door with the 

intention of opening it, he turns a little, one hand on the door post. When the door is 

opened, a well booted foot is placed over the threshold preventing the door from closing 

again until the business is discussed. 

More than once a child has been sent to open the door saying, “Sorry, mother isn’t in.” I put 

on my friendliest smile at the little darling and say, “Of course. Where is she?”  Without 

thinking or a moment’s hesitation comes the reply, “She’s upstairs doing the beds.” Or 

again, “Mother’s gone out.” “Gone out has she?” I comment agreeably and “When will she 

be back?” I don’t know,” the maiden replies. 

 “Then slip inside and ask her,” I suggested with an encouraging nod. In she darts calling, 

“Mother the man wants to know when you’ll be back.” 
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One of the strangest things is that so many people gave me a great welcome, invited me in 

and showed me every kindness and much affability; seemed to think it a great honour to be 

visited by a debt collector! They appeared to believe they would miss me when the last 

payment was made and considered me a friend. Indeed the work was far from uninteresting 

for many unexpected reasons, and I really enjoyed my visits to Askam
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. 

The most boring job I had was looking after those showrooms. That is mainly because there 

were all too few customers. Besides, those who came rarely had money. Then there was the 

sweeping up and dusting. Occasionally I found some repair job, once in a while a polishing, 

but little more. Everything was priced in readable figures and the cost price was added in 

father’s code. By this means he always knew whether he could afford to drop the price and 

by how much when a special customer came along or when he met a bargainer. He never 

divulged the secret of this trade code, but I worked at it a little and it yielded without too 

much effort. 

That showroom would have been a good place for a 

haunting, with all that antique stuff about. There were 

times when I really felt it too spooky too; especially when it 

was growing dark near closing time and it didn’t seem 

worthwhile to light all the gases. But only once did anything 

happen to suggest such a thing- an unwanted, insubstantial 

presence. I mentioned the great gilded sideboard and that 

very near it was a heavy matching gilded frame. That frame held a 

picture, very dark oil painting of some dour castle upon the cliffs. It 

might have been Dunnottar, on the road to Aberdeen. It looked the more eerie because the 

castle was bathed in a splash of moonlight, as was also a part of the sea, while the rest was 

black and frightening. It was not a picture I enjoyed looking at. It simply hung there on the 

wall at the far end of the main hall and when the light began to fall on a winter’s afternoon I 

was strangely conscious of it.  

One evening I was sitting whiling away the last twenty minutes of my lonely day’s vigil, 

comfortably cushioned in a plush old English chair. It was a dark oak chair, I remember, 

blessed with Queen Elizabeth claws and ball legs. I was, of course alone. Everything was 

immensely still. There should have been no interruption of my sad, intensive reverie. But 

suddenly I found myself growing conscious of a most deliberate rhythmic swishing sound 

which came from the other end of the showroom. I turned my body in the chair and peered 

down the hall, past the masses of household furnishings old and new. There I clearly saw the 

cause of all that swishing sound. It was none other than that massive gilt bound painting of 

Dunnottar Castle or some such. There it was swinging with the most unwonted gaiety, 

almost leaping off its nail! 

I must be exaggerating. I must be! Looking back upon the phenomenon now, I see that it can 

only have swung four or five times altogether. But it didn’t seem like that all the time. It 

seemed to swing interminably. As I stared it came to a standstill. I just sat there and gazed at 

it. I felt as though there were spirits flitting all about me. I dare not look this way or that but 

I felt them. At the same time there was another part of me which was telling me there must 

be some explanation. But I could think of nothing which could account for what had 
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happened and the swish, swish, swish of the ungainly rectangle continued to possess my 

bewildered mind so that I remained firmly rooted to my place in the old plush chair long 

after the incident had passed. In the deeper silence which closed in about me when the 

sound had ceased, the whole place seemed to smell of invisible presence.  

It was bad enough having to live in a haunted house for all those years. But now to find that 

the haunting had transferred itself to this hall where we displayed our second hand 

furniture, my place of work-it was beyond a joke. It had to be investigated, of course, 

whatever it may cost. I took my courage in hand and made myself walk with deliberation up 

to where the great sombre picture now hung stationary, though more than a little bog-eyed, 

some few feet away from its companion of centuries, the monstrous gilded sideboard. 

I stood there looking at the ugly thing. It had a heavy –looking frame, not the kind of thing 

the wind would blow and anyway, there was no wind. Indeed the evening felt rather close, 

come to think of it, or was it only that disturbed me? The picture was about three feet by 

four and hung about four or more feet from the floor. Lying on the floor just below it was a 

large hammock rolled up in its own fabric, while the huge sideboard stood about five feet 

away on the same wall. The wall was solid enough, and there seemed just nothing which 

could have so violently affected the picture. 

Then comprehension dawned, I smiled to myself and stepped forward. Picking up the 

hammock, I examined it carefully. I was amazed at the weight of it. It was no ordinary 

hammock. It had rigid sides: seven foot lengths of heavy steel tubing and very heavy 

material wrapped thickly around it. This had to have something to do with what had 

happened. I stood it on end a half yard or so away from the picture and slightly tilted 

towards it. Then I tilted it a little more. It began to move as the force of gravity overcame the 

friction of the wall. The problem was solved. As it fell to the floor it caught the corner of the 

picture frame and set it swinging violently. It was time to shut up shop and I left it with 

mixed feelings- feeling rather foolish for one thing, and just a little clever at the same time, 

but mostly the realisation that this had been almost the only item of real interest in eighteen  

months of looking after that saleroom two days a week. 

You may think that I was perhaps rather highly strung and nervous, but I doubt it. I certainly 

had a good nerve for a lot of things. I was sensitive, of course and introspective no doubt. I 

do remember that I passed through a period of not getting to sleep until three or four 

o’clock in the morning. There came a time when anxiety about it began to set in and I 

started to think that something must be done about it. But I think the cause was not 

nervousness but was downright indulgence, the sheer pleasure of sinking into my own 

secret, thrilling world of fantasy. Perhaps the national depression, the meagre family 

income, the worried expression on parents’ brows and the mounting feeling that there 

never would be any prospects for any one of us, all combined to create a hunger for an 

imaginary world. The need to flee from reality into overwhelming joy as soon as the 

bedroom light went out. 

At last I found out how to relax and taught myself not to think! Yes, really. The procedure 

was simply to take firm action whenever thought began to form itself in my mind. It sounds 

brutal even impossible but that’s what I did every time a thought popped up. I would knock 

it down, block it out, and make my mind a blank again.  
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This was a full time occupation at bedtime for a start. But gradually over the weeks and 

months I mastered it. One I had learned to hold the mind blank for a few moments, I could 

turn my mind deliberately to concentrate on restful sensations like gently sinking into the 

pillow or mattress, sinking into the deep blue blackness of wholesome sleep and it worked! 

It has proved to be a technique well worth acquiring, and through the years only rarely has 

my mind been so disturbed that the method did not work for me. Let my head so much as 

touch the pillow, three hundred and sixty four nights in a year, and I immediately began to 

sink into oblivion, thank God. 

  

I was now old enough to join the Wesleyan Billiard Club. We had only one table, but it was 

full size and a very good one. The membership was not large, perhaps because there was no 

strong drink, so it was possible to play often and to get a good game. There was none to give 

me much in the way of lessons, but I discovered that there were one or two books on the 

subject in the local library and I studied them assiduously. The club was open during the day 

and often there was no one at all about, apart from the girl appointed club caretaker, so I 

was able to practice a great deal when business was slack. I took my time and spared myself 

nothing, continually checking on the recommended stance, toe and elbow perfectly in line, 

cue forearm perpendicular, wrist relaxed but fingers firm against the butt. Bridge-hand 

strongly arched, thumbs well up and held close to the hand, and all rock hard. Chin 

immediately above the cue and head upright, looking equally with both eyes. Place a ball on 

the middle spot of the dee and play it up the table over the red spot and back, until it never 

deviates on the return but comes back over the same path again, all a hundred times. Now 

another hundred, adjusting the strength of stroke until the ball comes to rest within a few 

inches of the bottom cushion each time and so on, until months later having learned to 

string the balls for breaks almost entirely of in-offs, to control the balls for endless close-up 

canons, and at last masseys, jumps and trick shots. There were breaks of thirty or so every 

week. A few years later, I was making breaks of sixty men even more frequently. At that time 

money was the big problem. It was all very cheap compared with the bigger clubs, of course, 

but I can fairly claim that for some years every spare shilling and every spare minute were 

spent on billiards, 

I was proud to given a place in the Orme’s Billiard League Team. I could now give a start of 

several points to most members of the club. If I was to take on a stranger I had the gift of 

being able to tell by the way he picked up the cue and address the ball just how many points 

I could afford to give him and yet be pretty sure to win. Although it was not permitted to 

play for money, I contrived in this way to make a good many half crowns in a week, 

especially towards Christmas. 

Playing cards were not allowed on Methodist premises at that time. But when there were no 

church officers we played pontoon or brag or solo whist. I was getting rather good at 

pontoon. By remembering long series of card positions in the pack ready for when they 

came through again, I could do quite well. But when one day I took it upon myself to show a 

group what could be done by sleight of hand and false shuffles, some would not play with 

me again and several refused to play with each other, at any rate for money. 

We occupied in such illicit practices against the terms of the deeds on which Methodist 

premises were held, our custom was to place a small piece or two of coke just inside the 



122 

 

front door of the clubroom, so that it would crunch underfoot and tell us when someone 

was coming. The one we disliked and dreaded most was “Old Man
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” as we called him, a 

prominent trustee and church officer. I remember being confronted by this stickler for the 

rules when I first discovered the existence of trustees some years before when I had 

‘broken’ into the premises on scout night. 

I don’t think anyone liked him particularly, and one day we evolved a specific plot for no 

other purpose than to involve him in our clandestine card play. It was all arranged in 

advance of his arrival. When he came we were sitting around a small table chatting together 

in a most amiable way than usual and were careful to include him, very much, in all that 

passed, when I casually pulled a card out of my pocket, just one card. No one took any 

notice until I started manipulating it in my hand while gazing across at the billiard table. 

Then by arrangement one of our number said, “Here, how do you do that?” All eyes turned 

my way including the old gentleman’s. I did it again. I pulled my sleeve back in a professional 

manner and continued. Now you see it, now you don’t. Having got the interest well 

established, I dared to pull out sixteen cards and placed them on the table face downwards, 

guaranteeing to tell the name of the card chosen. 

The degree of interest shown was far above the normal but the fascination of “Old Man” 

appeared to be equal to the rest. Then someone challenged me to allow him to shuffle the 

cards before I did it again. “Let Mr… shuffle them”, I suggested, “then you will know that I 

have not an accomplice.” The old man took the cards eagerly. He would see that justice was 

done. He shuffled the cards thoroughly, if clumsily, and I did it again. Allowing no single 

moment for the spell to break I pulled out a whole pack of cards and got him involved 

further, knowing full well the Minister was due any minute. The respected man came 

through the door as “Old Man” was actually shuffling the cards with the light of excitement 

in his eyes. The minister stopped dead. The air was electric. Was there ever such an 

embarrassingly moment for either Minister or Trustee? None of us did lift a finger or utter a 

syllable to let our old enemy off the hook. “Brother Officer!” exploded our Reverend. The 

“Old Man” fumbled went red and stuttered, without forming a coherent phrase. 

Perhaps the subject was never referred again. But the incident greatly enhanced our 

chances of getting away with it at some time we should ever be caught playing cards on 

Methodist premises; and in future we need not quite be so careful to hide away the cards if 

Old Man Docker appeared while we were playing. 

Another thing they got me on was picking the lock of the clubroom cupboard. Actually it was 

a useful thing to be able to do, since at that time we had only a part time caretaker. If he 

were absent it might be difficult to get a piece of billiard chalk or to change over from 

billiards to snooker, or for that matter to replace a tip on ones favourite cue. But when it 

was discovered one day that the cupboard had been open, an enquiry was held. No 

information was forthcoming and it was decided to meet the situation by fitting a better 

padlock on the cupboard door. This of course was a challenge to my ability as a lock-picker. 

“Do you reckon that’s a better lock than the other one?” I enquired innocently. 

“Undoubtedly,” averred the secretary, handing me the key to prove that it was no ordinary 

one. I shook my head over it doubtfully, taking it over to the light, and pressing to carefully 

against a piece of plasticine I was carrying for the purpose. “Yes,” I allowed, “it looks like a 

                                                           

117 Mr Docker 



123 

 

good one to me.”  The plasticine impression went gently into my pocket.  Needless to say 

the clubroom cupboard was standing open next day. The committee members were wild 

about it. But beyond the narrow circle of these eminences it had by now become a joke. It 

occurred to me that I was playing a dangerous game, particularly as some knew that I was 

the culprit and if money had been missing something more than suspicion would have fallen 

on me.  

“Get a really good lock this time,” the treasurer urged, “one of those double locking things 

new in at Pellimounter’s shop. We’ve got to put a stop to this”. Well, the double locking 

thing they got was a pretty formidable challenge. My only hope seemed to be that I should 

somehow remove the staple. Two hours of probing the internal mechanism of that lock, and 

carefully logging the tiny measurements, just was not on, and whatever I did I could not get 

the secretary or caretaker to place a key in my hand even for a moment. 

The staple was a strong one, and it was beneath my dignity to use brute force and wrench 

the whole thing away. It had to look clever, not clumsy, or what better was I than a thug? 

But it was a free standing cupboard, so I pulled it away from the wall and inspected the 

panelling at the rear. I found that there was one panel quite loose in its surround. So I got a 

gimlet and bored two holes two inches apart then passed a loop of steel wire through them, 

joining the two ends firmly together on the outside. I passed a spanner beneath the loop 

thus formed and so was able to draw the panel away with little trouble. Of course, I could 

not make this a regular way to get into the cupboard and had to be content with leaving a 

neatly executed note congratulating the committee on their new lock but pointing out that it 

seemed no more difficult to double lock than double unlock. Then I manoeuvred the panel 

back again and put the cupboard back against the wall.  The committee philosophically gave 

up the idea of improving their anti-theft devices after that and took home the cashbox every 

night instead. I, on the other hand felt myself to be graduating when father told me that he 

was going to dismantle the locking devices on his four foot square business safe because 

they were playing up. This was a revelation to me. He showed me just how the mechanism 

worked, pointed out how beautifully the various parts were made and how perfectly each 

part fitted and why and how because of the very small tolerances of each working part the 

lock was so much more difficult to pick. He explained how the different layers of metal 

sheeting were made in different hardnesses and sometimes set at different angles so that 

attempts at making a hole would break the drills. I was fascinated. 

He corrected the fault and got the lock working again, but was not satisfied as he found signs 

of wear and said he would start looking out for another safe. In a few weeks a replacement 

was found. It was not a new safe but looked very much more efficient. However, he was not 

satisfied until he had found time to examine the workings and so I was privileged to view 

them with him and to learn even more about how these beautiful things worked. I 

remember thinking that the knowledge would come in handy if ever I should be called upon 

to assist in a burglary. But I never was and although I carefully preserved every key which 

came within reach until I had a wonderful collection, I scarcely used my slight talent again at 

least until I was in college
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. Any such gift may come in useful in places like that. 
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In college it was the padlock on the fire escape door, the key of which was hanging 

conspicuously in a glass case nearby in case of emergency. I would therefore be easy to 

procure it, and perhaps not too difficult to replace the glass which I would have to break to 

get it. But why go to all that trouble? In the little locker of my study I kept a miniature vice 

and a few small files. I could accurately estimate and memorise the key’s dimensions from 

looking at it through the glass a few times and I very soon had an excellent key with which to 

open the lock any time I or my mates wanted to be out after hours. We had been using this 

happy facility for more than two months before our capable janitor suspected what was 

happening. Then, one night when we went to undo the lock with a view to getting in 

sometime after midnight, it was discovered that a beautiful new lock replaced the old one. 

“Give me half an hour”, I said, “and I’ll have provided another.” But when I went to view the 

key behind the glass cover, behold the business end had been neatly wrapped in a piece of 

paper and couldn’t be seen. What a cunning devil that janitor was! 

But the college corridor was quiet that evening and I had four hours from seven until eleven 

to see what I could do. It was a very good padlock and it took me the whole of that time to 

probe and measure the wards and levers using flexible clock springs filed to shape, and 

making a key that would release the catch. It was indeed exhausting work, maintaining 

pressure on the moving parts while listening for the releasing of each separate pin, and 

simultaneously measuring the amount of movement and the distance of penetration  with 

fingers become aching and sore with the unaccustomed task. But my hands were strong, for 

I had done two years blacksmithing before leaving home, and I had a good idea what I was 

about. The exquisite satisfaction of at last accomplishing the task would have been sufficient 

reward if there had been no friends about me to pat me on the back. I think, however, that 

the janitor must have been keeping better watch, for twice more he changed the lock and 

twice more I mastered it until like our church trustees at home, he thought it best not to 

bother any more. I was sorry. Still there was an advantage in being able to leave the 

premises in the night for one purpose or another, and not have to climb in through another 

student’s window. Most often I used the facility for the surprising innocent purpose of 

slipping up to the central post office of the city about five miles away simply to get a letter 

off by the midnight post so that my girl friend would get it in Cumberland by the first 

delivery next morning. 

But then, I had made myself keys to other college doors, largely for the fun of it, for it was a 

little more than a hobby. What I enjoyed was being good at it, rather like the pleasure of 

completing a difficult jigsaw. I no longer wanted to do anything evil with it. But there was 

one big fault I committed and that was the night Jack and I decided we ought to make a key 

to the clock tower. There was a splendid clock up there, well worth seeing, and a view from 

the belfry above was really thrilling. The great bells chimed every quarter of an hour, and to 

be up there sitting on a ledge high over the roofs when they began to toll could be a 

shattering experience, with nothing to stop one from toppling over the edge and bouncing 

down the steep roof to the ground seventy feet below. On special occasions a small party 
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might be permitted the key, on application, to pay the bells a visit. But we decided it would 

be fun to gain unlimited access. 

HARTLEY VICTORIA COLLEGE showing clock tower. 

So one night Jack, who was a fellow 

student, and I, crept up the stairs with a 

torch and some tools to see what the lock 

looked like. As we expected it was 

mortised. I tried the two or three likely 

keys I had without effect. However, the 

space between the door edge and the jamb was wider than it ought to have been enough to 

insert a rod where the lock engaged the socket. We were lucky. It was a dainty task, 

requiring strong fingers, some ingenuity and a great deal of patience, and only after some 

time were we able with difficulty to draw the door open. We next proceeded to remove the 

lock and open it; then to make a key to fit. Now it only remained to replace the lock, close 

the door and lock it; then we could enter the clock and bell tower whenever we cared to do 

so. The job complete we had our new-made key in the lock and had turned it ready to come 

away when a big torch shone full in our eyes, and a strong Scottish voice rasped. “Caught 

you! Caught like rats in a trap!”  This was the janitor. But whatever in the world had brought 

him up these steps to the clock tower at twelve o’clock at night? The answer was simple. Of 

all the nights to choose to pick the clock tower lock we had unwittingly- nay, witlessly- 

chosen the night when summer time ended and clocks were put back an hour! Give him 

credit, the man was a sport. We might have been expelled. But he fortunately jumped to the 

conclusion that we had only just arrived and that we were trying a key to see if we could get 

in, rather than coming away. So with a stern warning that if anything ever went wrong with 

that clock, he’d know where to place the blame, he bid us go.  
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CHAPTER 9 

The badness that was in me, though sometimes dangerous and often annoying to others, 

was rarely vicious. Perhaps one should be kind and describe it as highly individualistic. But in 

less helpful surroundings it could easily have involved me in an all out criminal career. As it 

was, I was fully supported by Christian people, which must have made all the difference.  

My mother was a godly woman in her own quiet way, and my father was by no means an 

unbeliever. My brother was in fact a Methodist Local Preacher and my sister had a Christian 

simplicity mingled with a powerful compassion despite her lethargy about going to church. 

Then I had my beloved Aunt Louie, a Christian both humble and courageous, while her meek 

and mild husband, my Uncle Joe, held the office of Circuit Local Preacher’s Secretary for very 

many years until he could do it no more. 

I myself was now a Sunday school teacher and had to prepare a considerable talk for the 

children every week. I went regularly to Sunday services and by this time was listening 

intently to preachers. At the same time, strange to relate, I was involved in the Plymouth 

Bretheren, who were very keen that I should know my Bible and, as they call it, “The Way of 

Salvation.” 

Then there was Sheldon Knapp, our Methodist Minister, Father Knapp as we called him. I 

can picture him now so clearly, thin and elderly, as he lifted his eyes to heaven and raised a 

delicate hand, his narrow jaw would drop in abject reverence  as he murmured in clear tones 

“The Spirit of the Lord in me is the spirit of health.” Yes he was a health fanatic, an ardent 

advocate of faith healing. He’d published several books on it, at great expense to him I 

believe. 

There is no doubt that he was a devoted man and a great visitor. That is, he visited 

everybody, often, though not for a long time. He regularly came to our door! We would ask 

him in politely, knowing that this was the thing to do, and he would come up our lobby, 

stand at the entrance to our living room, then holding out a remarkably flabby and lifeless 

hand which felt just like a fish, he would turn to each member of the household and make an 

offering of it. The muscles of that hand never flexed in a handshake. There was never the 

remotest suggestion of anything as physical as the semblance of a grasp. You took the 

fingertips as you might take, yes, the tail of a stale fish and find that it was no better, than 

that. 

Then he would turn his eyes to heaven as always, utter two or three words of gentle, 

encouraging prayer, hurry to the door before you knew what had happened, jump on his 

bike and pedal away furiously in bottom gear to the next home on the list. 

But as it was, this unusual minister had succeeded in making me a member of the Methodist 

Church when I didn’t want to be, would soon prepare me to become a Methodist preacher 

like my brother, and later… But let’s not anticipate. 

And there was “Bubbly Popplewell”, the United Methodist minister. The Reverend 

Popplewell was in many ways a very different minister, for Father Knapp was something of a 

minor scholar and quite a modernist of sorts, while Popplewell was a downright evangelical 

fundamentalist who might almost have held that the Bible fell from heaven ready-made by 

the Spirit of God. 
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I respected Father Knapp, but Brother Popplewell I loved. Here was a man who really cared. 

You felt he really prayed. Prayed for you and that when he prayed, God listened. He too was 

elderly, with a face as rosy as Knapp’s was sallow. Popplewell usually walked, with his frail 

body straight as a staff. His step was quick, he was always beaming, and when he took your 

hand it was genuine, cordial and enthusiastic. His ready, “Are you still rejoicing Brother?” or 

“Is your soul well with the Lord?” seemed to bring one back to God with a bump and a 

realisation that to know God was a privilege and a joy. 

These two men each in their own way were a real means of grace to me. But there were lots 

of other helps and influences which strongly affected my life. In earlier years I had signed 

that decision card and knelt at a Salvation Army penitent form. I always knew, careless and 

disobedient as I often was, that if ever the day should come when God very definitely called 

me, I would have to respond, wholeheartedly and without hesitation. It never quite wore 

off; mark of a queer individual, if ever there was one. 

Then a Cliff College evangelist was appointed pastor to the Millom Circuit and stationed out 

at the country end. This was Pastor John Cambridge, sincere, enthusiastic, who among other 

things decided to form a Mission Band to engage in prayer and study and go out as a group 

to preach in the villages round about. To find suitable young people for this task he would 

have to raid his Superintendent’s special pitch, namely my church in Queen Street. He did 

not know the Millom folk very well, being stationed at Broughton-in –Furness eight miles 

away. But he evidently got permission from the Superintendent Minister, Father Knapp, and 

came into the Billiard Club seeking material. He found me as usual, cue in hand, took me to 

one side and told me his intention. 

Even as he began to speak I realised the kind of thing he was going to ask of me. So he 

wanted a Mission band! This I felt was a decisive moment that I knew must come. The 

prospect scared and weakened me. I felt I wanted anything else but this, yet knew I had no 

option but to say yes.   And however, would I find the courage to carry the project through?  

Wherever was I going to get the kind of wisdom for the kind of thing I was clearly not 

equipped for? At the same time my upbringing told me that for this sort of situation you just 

have to trust God for it. What, me? Trust like that? 

So I found myself one evening the following week with four or five others who had been 

“caught”, being initiated into the elements of evangelism, as it was then understood, and 

briefed as to what was expected of us the following weekend. Someone else had been found 

to lead my Sunday school class and I was to join the group with my bike, a Bible and a 

blanket outside the chapel on Saturday night ready for whatever was coming to me. We 

soon learned that Brother Cambridge’s motto for his life was “ready for anything”; RFA for 

short and it was to be ours. 

Despite a touch of sciatica I was happy once I was in the saddle. Even Pastor Cambridge, who 

always pushed himself as though the Devil was on his back, had no chance of keeping up 

with me. But we had not far to go. Our destination was his village of residence, Broughton-in 

-Furness eight miles away. Our programme began in the chapel vestry with a cup of tea 

rustled up in the kitchen there. Next item was a prayer meeting. 

I had met such meetings before, of course, but Brother Cambridge advocated knees 

hardened by praying, and first showed us what it meant to be a man of prayer by banging 

one knee and then the other hard down on the vestry floor. “God’s servants acquire hard 
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knees,” he said, banging them again on the bare solid wood floor. We all winced with pain as 

we attempted to imitate him. “Now we shall begin with a chain of prayer,” he began, when 

we were each kneeling steadily in front of our own chair. “I want a sentence of prayer from 

each one of you. Just a sentence, beginning with you Eddie and you just follow right round.” 

I closed my eyes and said the first words which came into my head. They were, “Good Lord 

deliver us!” 

In a different situation the others might have laughed, but this was not the time, and 

anyway they were each worried to death whatever they were going to say and whatever 

might be imposed on us next. But when we had completed the round it must be done again 

with other words, and time after time. 

Then our leader prayed with rapid, confident and seemingly endless petitioning. For us, for 

the churches, for poor souls in their need.  On and on he prayed, until we could not fail to 

wonder that this man could go on so apparently without preparation and without repeating 

himself. 

At last the praying was over and we sighed in great relief.  “Sit straight in your chairs now,” 

he ordered. It was an overwhelming luxury to sit, even on a vestry chair. 

“Now take your Bibles and turn to the Book of Joshua, chapter one.” He looked around us all 

to see how quick we were at finding the page. “Can’t you find the book of Joshua, 

Malcolm?” he cried. “Look at the list in the front. By the way, if you don’t know those lists 

you must take the opportunity to learn them completely by heart this weekend. We can’t 

have a Christian worker who doesn’t know how to find a book of the Bible quickly. 

Supposing somebody wanted to know the way of salvation?” He held up his well worn Bible. 

“Remember, this volume is your text book, guide, inspiration, and to be your constant 

companion. There must be no hesitation . It is important that you know your Bible and 

handle it with confidence. Now turn to Joshua.” 

He began to read: “As I was with Moses, so I will be with thee…only be thou strong and 

courageous.” He then preached to us, at us, on this passage, claiming that God’s promise to 

Joshua is made also for us, since God is the “same yesterday, today and forever,” and that 

he is calling each of you to tell how he came to believe in Jesus Christ. You first John.” 

John was ready. He had been ready for years. He’d thought about it all before, and had 

known as long as he could remember not only that he believed in the Lord but that he was 

called to be a minister of the Gospel. The simple story of his Christian experience came forth 

easily. He was the only one among us who was thoroughly prepared for such a question. 

Others were not at all sure of themselves. They knew that some kind of Christian experience 

had come their way, but just what it had amounted to they had never worked out. Mine was 

a slight advantage because I had my “decision card” episode and my penitent form fling to 

fall back on. 

By the time we had all done what we could at the subject it was nearly ten-thirty and time 

for bed. We had a blanket each, nothing more. Our bed was the vestry floor.  I, who had 

been well used to roughing it, rolled up my clothes and boots to use as a pillow and slept the 

sleep of the just, or should I say the just and so, for most had a disturbed night. 
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Next morning we were up betimes for ‘morning prayers’. Down on your knees again, praying 

round in turn, two sentences a time now. At the close our leader again capped the lot with a 

voluble, lengthy and impassioned prayer for each one of us, for the churches and villages we 

would visit and the people we would meet and talk to during the day. This was followed a 

breakfast of bread and sausages fried on a Primus stove in the chapel kitchen. I think the 

stove was supplied by me. 

After the wash-up more Bible study , then briefing for the morning service which would be in 

the chapel, followed by a time of quiet to prepare our thoughts and hearts for the 

unaccustomed part we were going to take in it. 

The prospect was frightening, for we each had a short Bible reading to do in the service and 

follow it with our Christian testimony! When my turn came I found the reading not so bad, 

but the testimony…! My knees shook so violently that I had to stand in that pulpit on my 

toes all the time lest, if my heels touched the floor my head would jiggle up and down. But I 

got through. Did the others feel as bad? I never knew. 

Lunch was sandwiches prepared by the church ladies. But after lunch, the most hair-raising 

task of all was an open air meeting. Broughton village has an excellent square at its centre 

with houses and shops all around. To this natural forum we sallied forth, Bibles and 

hymnbooks in hand, to conduct a service. We had learned a score or so of Cliff College 

choruses in our own church over the last few months because they had suddenly become 

fashionable among us. These we sang heartily, our voices echoing back at us most strangely 

from all the buildings about. Then Brother Cambridge led in prayer and declared his potted 

version of the Good News of the Grace of God, and we sang a hymn. 

Now Cambridge had told us that the chief part we had to play in this our first open-air 

meeting was to ‘shoot bullets’. It was to consist of being ready on call to announce salutary 

words from the Bible, ‘texts’ they were called, and that we would have several of these on 

the tip of our tongues and be ready when our turn came. 

“God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son.” 

“The wages of sin is death but the gift of God is everlasting life.” 

“Christ died for our sins once, the just for the unjust, that He might bring us to God.” 

Around the circle it went, each in turn calling out a text, bawling it out as hard as we could. 

 

That done, Cambridge made an appeal for hearers to “Come to Christ”.  There were only a 

few people to be seen, anyway. Probably several more would be listening out of sight. Some 

of those visible seemed pleased at what we were doing, some obviously would be only too 

glad when we went away. Others were or pretended to be unheeding. No one responded to 

the appeal and as for us boys, we were heartily thankful when the show was over. 

Our destination now was Kirkby-in-Furness, where we were guests to tea in various homes 

of our Methodist people and were to lead the evening meeting. The tea we did enjoy, for 

Cumberland hospitality with its traditional groaning table of the best our hosts could supply 

could be found here in the Furness District and was just up our street. The evening service 

was on similar lines to the one we had led in the morning, and would not trouble us quite so 

much a second time. After that service we had to pedal the twelve miles back over the hills 

to Millom. Not a bad day’s work for a start. 
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This kind of thing we did week after week, sometimes setting out on the Saturday, putting 

up in some chapel overnight, sometimes making it the day only. After three or four weeks I 

was made to preach a sermon. I remember how carefully I wrote it out word for word, and 

on the day I read it. What I said lasted just four minutes. But Brother Cambridge took up the 

theme and continued it for me, filling the gaps left my defective preaching and adding a 

further twelve or fifteen minutes to the talk. 

When two or three months had passed with most Sundays occupied in this way, Cambridge 

made an alarming announcement to us in a country vestry. We were going to hold an open 

air service, he said not in a remote village but down in town where we all lived! This was a 

very different kettle of fish. We had weathered the giving of public testimony, the rigours of 

circulatory prayer, the firing of verbal bullets, the making and delivering of miniature 

sermons. But to do all these things in the streets of our very own town, where we were 

known from infancy, in the presence of relatives, schoolfellows, playmates, friends, enemies, 

and worst of all workmates, was more than we were prepared to endure. To speak of so 

private a thing as what Christ had done for us, in the presence and hearing of those who 

knew our foibles and wrongdoing, was like undressing in public or asking to be fried. 

“A prophet is honoured except in his own country,” said Jesus, and how right he was. This 

saying came home to us with peculiar force now. We explained our predicament to Brother 

Cambridge, for he could surely have no conception of how badly we were feeling. He smiled 

with a very open smile and said, “I know boys. That’s why we are doing it. It’ll drive you to 

prayer as never before.” And surely it did! 

So next Sunday teatime saw us  biking home three miles or so from our open air meeting in 

the village of Green Road, the place where ten years before, my iron hoop was forged, 

attended the evening service at Queen’s Street, to sally forth at its close to a well advertised 

public meeting in Crown Street.  Nervously, in fear and trembling, accompanied by a dozen 

or so chapel people, to a point very near the Baptist Church and a stone’s throw from the 

dreaded Exclusive Bretheren meeting place, for our fearsome public meeting.  

I looked timidly about me to assess the hazards; we duly shot our bullets and presented 

testimonies very much as we had been doing in the villages. Someone from the chapel gave 

a Bible reading and the rest was looked after by Brother Cambridge. It seemed interminable 

but it closed at last with an appeal on the lines of that day for response to the call of Christ. 

To our blank amazement two young adults stepped forward unhesitatingly and knelt on 

Brother Cambridge’s coat which had been generously laid in the dust for that purpose. 

************************************ 

At this time the Great Depression was weighing increasingly heavy on the land, and although 

father’s ambition had ever been to see “James Edward Holme & Son” over his business 

premises, it had now become painfully evident that my retention as his assistant and 

possible partner could never be justified and that I really would have to try and get another 

job. Eventually I was lucky enough to be taken on as a time-keeping clerk in the office at the 

Ironworks limestone quarries at twenty-five shillings a week on the strength of having been 

to night classes for shorthand, typing and book-keeping.  

For that sum I was there all morning and afternoon five days a week. I had to collect the 

small wooden tokens, two by three inches, on which were stamped the registration number 
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of each workman, book them in and place each token in its slot, enter the time of arrival in 

the big ledger, make up the book, and be there at the close of the shift to hand out tokens 

again as the men left. I soon knew each man’s home address, his rates of pay, even his age, 

his state of health and family situation. There was time in the leisurely afternoon to take a 

walk about the quarry and talk briefly to the men. I particularly liked the old “shot firer”, the 

man in charge of explosives and blasting, who explained the different kinds of gelignite and 

fuses, the placing of the detonators and operation of the firing generator. If I ever took to 

crime it could all come in very handy!  

I liked the fair-headed middle aged giant who explained to me how to strike a boulder 

precisely along the grain and split it first time, even if you were not blessed with the colossal 

strength which he had. Not least the driver of the little donkey engine who was responsible 

for moving the wagons into place and taking them away when full to the furnaces a mile and 

a half away. I very much took to the old man whose job was to lever the wagons into 

position with a crowbar when the engine was on the run to other parts. But most of all the 

man in the electric crane running sixty feet above the top of the quarry, whose duty it was to 

raise the stone from the depths of the quarry and let it fall into the huge hoppers from 

which later it could be funnelled into thee wagons. 

Rather too often I took to the perpendicular ladder reaching up to the gantry over which 

that powerful crane ran back and forth, at one moment hanging over the quarry’s depths 

and next tipping the broken limestone in a thundering shower to join the stock piling up. 

From his vantage point the driver would see me hanging on at the dizzy summit of the steel 

ladder as he ran his cabin back along the overhead rails, stop and willingly throw open the 

door to admit me. For his was the loneliest job on the works, shut in as he was, surrounded 

by deafening noise and vibration, far away from all other workers. Inside the steel monster I 

was put to sit on a sack from which I gazed at the gaunt man at his tram-like controls which 

he handled with such amazing precision. 

Outside working hours he was a drama enthusiast, taking a capable part as an amateur in 

various productions in and around the town, including the very excellent opera given 

annually in the local cinema. Hence, while he drove the great machine with such accuracy I 

was entertained as he practised his extensive lines, his capable voice coming across thinly 

above the roar and rattle of his crane.  

The sack I was sat on was actually on the top of the great condensers and resistors. They 

gave out so much heat that I had to be most careful to keep the sacking between the metal 

and my trousers so as not to get blistered. Sometimes he would come to the end of his 

recitals and I would then fall in my warm corner asleep amid the excessive noise and judder. 

But he never failed to wake me up when time came to be back in the office nearby before 

“knocking off time”. 

Old Mr Weatherall, in charge of the office and works, was a rugged and kindly soul who 

certainly had his head screwed on the right way and would have no nonsense. Stout and 

very bad on his feet, he never spared himself or neglected perpetually to hobble about the 

quarry  keeping an eye on everything, and only stay on the high and uncomfortable stool in 

the office to suck his strong pipe of blackest twist when he was quite satisfied that all was in 

order about the works. 
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On Wednesdays the big ledgers were got ready for presentation to the main office at the 

ironworks, and I had to look out for the locomotive setting out on one of its journeys with its 

load of stone-filled wagons from the quarry face to the furnace mouth perhaps a mile and a 

half away.  Then with the leather-bound books under my arm I 

would swing myself up from the side of the track to the high 

footplate of the engine to join the driver and stoker for the journey 

down, returning with them again when they had delivered their 

load and I had disposed of mine. 

Sometimes I was permitted to share the driving, even the shunting 

and once or twice when they were hard put to, or when one 

of them was missing, I was privileged actually to drive alone 

for the dangerous and demand expedient of fly-shunting, the 

driver- brave man! –down on the track acting as shunter 

while I did so.  

I should make it clear that once we had left the quarry area 

there was only a single track until the precincts of the main works were 

reached, with the exception perhaps two hundred yards of double 

track so that one train could stop and let another pass which was going in the other 

direction; For the line was used not only for trains proceeding to and from the quarry but 

also by impressive slag trains hauling their massive ladles with their white hot molten 

contents from the furnaces to the tip, which at that time was away out on the distant sea 

wall. 

Often, when we could see a slag train in the distance we would turn the points to slip into 

the loop to wait for the scorching ladles to pass, protecting our faces from the horribly fierce 

heat. I suppose it was our duty to take this action rather than impede the slag train, since 

the latter was so much heavier, so much more dangerous, and under pressure to deliver the 

slag before it congealed.   

I have described this procedure because of an incident which hangs upon it. Let me say that 

twenty-five shillings was not a big wage even at that time, even for me. A man at the mines 

could easily earn double that and a pieceworker as much again. So when eighteen months 

later I was invited by a church member with a business in town to come and work for him at 

five shillings more, I jumped at the chance. He was no other than Old Man Docker
119

 the 

chapel trustee whom I had tricked into holding the cards at the club when no one was 

supposed to use them there. What he wanted, he said, was a reliable Christian young man 

to drive his lorry and sell fruit in the highways and byways and throughout the villages round 

about.  Well, I had been used to business, of course, knew the countryside almost intimately, 

and could easily learn to drive a lorry.  I thought it might be a very real opportunity. So 

without more ado I gave notice at the quarry and with Mr Weatherall’s blessing left at the 

end of the week for exciting new job. 

But the supposed opportunity proved to be a bitter disappointment. I wasn’t allowed to 

drive the lorry. For whatever reason, after three days had passed I had only sat a few times 

                                                           

119 1901 Census Millom Cumberland gives the name of Robert F. Docker, Fruit and Fish Merchant, 60 and 62 Wellington St, Millom. He was 49 

years old. His assistant was his son Walter then 22 years old.  

Millom iron works 
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in the driving seat and twiddled the controls while the vehicle was stationary. I was given 

other things to do, such as tending the bunches of bananas in the heated sheds. Of course a 

lorry is a big thing to put in the hands of a mere boy, and I can understand their 

nervousness. Sometimes I weighed potatoes and cut up fish. Occasionally I was trusted to 

give some woman her change. One day I was shown which houses we could regularly call at. 

But on the fourth day I was handed four day’s money and told I was quite unsuitable and 

would never make the grade! Even at that age I knew my rights apparently and surprised 

myself and everybody else by demanding that I had been engaged on a weekly basis and 

therefore must be allowed to work the week out and then be given a further week’s notice. 

There was argument, but they agreed. 

Brother Docker was not only a pillar of the church but an astute businessman and 

understandably was not to be made to retain an unwanted and good-for-nothing without 

getting something in return. So the rest of the fortnight I was put to loading up enormous 

quantities of rotting fruit and vegetables and carting it to his gardens in Lapstone Road to 

feed their future supplies of rhubarb. The stench was sweet and sickly as well as powerful in 

the extreme, so that people I knew heaved away from me as I led the horse and cart through 

the streets for the remainder of that fortnight. But I stuck it and came away at last with the 

fine sum of £3 for my 96 hours of labour and suffering. Was this Mr Docker’s way of getting 

his own back for the time when I compromised him in the Methodist Billiard Club? Perhaps 

not. 

Now, however, I was out of work. I would be joining that vast and seemingly incurable army 

of unemployed. But this was a fact which had occurred to me on that first Wednesday when 

I was pronounced unsuitable, with the result that I leaped on to my bike in the dinner hour 

and pedalled at breakneck speed through thick fog to the quarry to see if I could get my job 

back. Mr Weatherall was there silently munching his sandwiches. “I’d be most happy to have 

you back, “he declared, “but on Monday I took on another boy. He’s proving very 

satisfactory, and how could I be expected to turn him away now so as to accommodate you? 

I couldn’t could I?”   Of course he could not! But I asked who had been lucky enough to 

succeed me, and it turned out to be a young man who was thought to be my double. Indeed 

we were so alike that people frequently mistook one for the other. We had both been to 

night classes for commercial subjects and, stranger still, we had both been engaged in 

collecting rents. More than once some tenant or other had come storming out of her gate to 

ask me when this or that repair was going to be seen to, only to find at last that she had got 

the wrong man. He and I had often compared notes and laughed at such things. 

I rode back again through the fog to gulp down my dinner in the five minutes remaining 

before getting back to my muck spreading. The coincidence was uncanny, but I could only 

feel dejected, for there remained no other hope now of earning a living in that 

neighbourhood or perhaps elsewhere. But by the end of the afternoon no one was 

bothering about what had happened to me, for the town was gasping with horror at the 

most terrible accident that had been known for years. Some boy had been burnt to death at 

the works. Burnt to a cinder! He had only that week taken the job, they said. At the quarry. 

The limestone quarry up at Hodbarrow. It was horrible. The slag train. A ladle of white hot 

slag had poured all over him! 

The fog was now lifting, but I saw nothing. I went home from my work in a daze, saying to 

myself over and over again, “There but for the grace of God lay I”. and that night, unable to 

sleep, I lay in bed and recalled a half remembered story, about John Wesley was it? Of a boy 
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who was lifted from a house in flames and ever after described himself as a “brand plucked 

from the burning.” Yes, it must have been John Wesley, for didn’t he always after that 

believe that God had saved him for some divine purpose? I knew exactly how that accident 

happened. Of course I did. It was Wednesday! On Wednesday the quarry clerk had that extra 

duty to perform, the duty I had always found so pleasant, to take the books to the main 

office on the quarry locomotive. 

If I had not changed my job I would have been that boy. I would, all unsuspecting, having 

picked up the books, stuck them under my arm, leaped aboard, and chatted with the driver 

and the fireman-cum-shunter as we followed the single track to the main works. In such a 

fog, of course, there would be apprehension. The conversation would be subdued. We’d 

stop the train just before the loop line and listen, we’d blow the whistle, listen again and if 

we could hear no train approaching from the opposite direction we would proceed without 

turning off. We always said there was no great danger because in fog the other train would 

certainly toot anyway. 

Did the two drivers toot at precisely the same instant, the one sound drowning the other? 

Anyway I learned afterwards that it was not so easy to listen that day, for two distinguished 

gentlemen were aboard, men who possibly did not appreciate the full gravity of that 

listening moment. 

The report goes that shortly after the quarry train had passed the loop they heard a slag 

train blow its whistle only a few yards away and someone cried, “Jump for it!” All jumped off 

to the left but the new boy. He jumped off to the right. The slag train on impact, being by far 

the heavier, continued to surge forward, pushing the quarry train back along the line, the 

ladles bumping and splashing as they went. One ladle tipped and spilled its burning contents 

over the young clerk. It was over in seconds. 

So the job at the quarry was now vacant. But no one of my relatives or friends suggested, 

even by a look, that I should go and apply for it. Not even the Unemployment Exchange!  
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CHAPTER 10 

My double was dead. Indeed I felt as if part of me had died. And I was unemployed, which 

made me feel no better. Father, anxious and desperate to keep hold of what little business 

remained, even if the profits were all too meagre, found himself getting further and further 

into debt. He had always believed in his own ability to make money and had proved 

abundantly that he had this gift in times past. He probably borrowed here and there on the 

strength of this confidence and his reputation and belief that the tide must turn if only he 

could hold on long enough. But time passed and no improvement was seen. Things got 

worse. There just was no money to be made anywhere. Neither could borrowed money be 

repaid. The full depth of the pit he had sunk into was not made known to the rest of us. 

When the truth began to dawn on mother she found it intolerable and with strong 

determination she saw to it that our belts were tightened still further, so that she could pay 

off at least a little week by week from what debts came to her knowledge. 

I had some little qualification and experience of office work and at the same time was tall, 

active, and muscular, therefore it was suggested a young man like me might be suited to the 

police force. So I made an appointment with the local police station with a view to applying 

for the Metropolitan Force. Five feet eleven and a half inches tall and weighing eleven stone, 

I was not yet eighteen years old. But such was the difficulty of landing a job at that time that 

I was asked to defer my candidature for another twelve months. Being a Special Constable, 

my father was able to get some guidance regarding what would be looked for and the best 

preparation I might undertake in the meantime. I was sufficiently athletic and took the 

Police Magazine to work at the course of study set out there. This was indeed arduous and 

certainly improved my English and commercial ability. 

But one could not just wait a whole year without trying other avenues. So we made 

enquiries of various shipping firms seeking a berth as a steward. One day dad and I went to 

Liverpool for an interview. It proved very successful. I was offered a post on the Doric of 

White Star Line. All I had to do was to come aboard in ten week’s time with twenty pounds 

worth of equipment for the first trip, and the wages were good, plus tips. I was at the same 

time scared and thrilled. But by what magic twenty pounds could be found to fit me out we 

couldn’t imagine. So back to Millom we went and wrote a letter to say that unfortunately 

the post must be refused with regret. And so the double return fare to Liverpool, which we 

could so ill afford, went down the drain.  

My friend Clarence had not quite disappeared from the scene. We still met once a fortnight, 

roughly, and took a lengthy walk somewhere. But our conversation had become strained 

and desultory since we were living in different worlds. 

Someone had challenged me to begin preaching in earnest. My minister, Sheldon Knapp, 

had approached me and given me a “Note to Preach”, as the Methodists say. This meant 

that I had the authority to share a service with a qualified lay preacher under his direction. 

Of course, in effect I had been doing this under the direction of Brother Cambridge for many 

months. But the “Note to Preach” gave some slight official status. 

Rules being there to be followed, I was expected to fulfil all righteousness and when the next 

quarterly preachers’ meeting came round I was duly reported on, well recommended and 

passed on to the next stage by being placed “On Trial”. It meant in future I would be able to 

take preaching appointments unassisted. But it also meant that I must undertake a fairly 
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strenuous course of study in Old and New Testament and elementary theology with the 

reading of Wesley’s sermons and also adopt his ‘Notes on the New Testament’ for general 

use. Furthermore whenever it could be contrived a Local Preacher should be in the 

congregation while I conducted the service so as to furnish the next Preacher’s Meeting with 

a report of my progress. 

Perhaps my preparation for the police force, while assiduously pursuing the Local Preacher’s 

course, while helping to run the church Scouts and preaching three times on a Sunday, 

worried about my occasional bouts of sciatica, with little in the pantry and mother patching 

my trousers, made me a little testy at times. At any rate I remember walking  along 

Salthouse Road with Clarence, who was so kind and considerate always and in need at that 

time of my companionship, and being considerably annoyed at not being able to persuade 

him to attend the Wesleyan church with me every week. We were silent for some minutes, 

then hoping to restore the conversation he happened to say something about having gone 

somewhere and having had a good time there. I remember turning on him with despicable 

self-righteousness and asking, “What do you mean a good time? Goodness belongs to God. 

Surely a thing can only be good if it is godly. None can have a ‘good time’ unless it is spent 

with God.” I excused this later by recalling to myself that Jesus said something like this to an 

enquirer; but hardly, I should think, in the spirit in which I found myself. It was the fierce, 

snappy manner in which I spat out the words that must have hurt.  

We walked on together neither of us daring to attempt to renew the conversation again, 

each thinking no doubt that the grounds for our fellowship was dwindling away. We must 

have known that we had been travelling in opposite directions for some long time and that 

now the distance was just too great. We could never entirely jettison our feeling of 

friendship for each other, but the fact is we rarely met after that. If we did, it was for little 

more than a passing word, sympathetic but inconsequential, as we passed in the street. 

My good friend Eddie had also faded into the misty background by this time, but he was as 

occupied as I. He had turned into an enthusiastic physical culturist and had begun studying 

into the bargain. Furthermore he had started to grow tall, lithe and strong. How different 

were my new friends, the members of the mission band, john, Arnold, Maurice and others. 

John had reached the ‘On Trial’ stage along with me. There was no doubt about our being 

enthusiastic and we were mopping up the Bible just as rapidly as we could. Within our 

limitations we were learning a good deal of theology too. When we were together we spent 

our time discussing and arguing about it, and when alone we were busy sifting it. Even in our 

waking moments in bed were spent in recalling what we had learnt and mulling it over. John 

had a better brain than I and had been to a good school where he had really given his mind 

to learning. He was particularly good at Maths, English and German and now doing an 

ambitious course with a well known correspondence firm. Much of our studying was done 

together, where I found him both tough with himself and difficult to keep up with. There 

was another boy tacking onto our Mission Band group, a younger boy in my section of the 

Scout troop, called Johnny. Of fair complexion, peaky, with a thin and prominent aquiline 

nose which fairly put mine to shame. He had some respiratory trouble which made him a 

mouth breather, and a stomach disorder which was the probable cause of his being pale and 

thin. He had been apprenticed to a hairdresser for some time, although the doctor averred 

that he was breathing in so many hairs when cutting the locks of his customers that the 

inside of is stomach was like the back of a porcupine. But a job was a job in those days and 

he was obliged to stick it out. His father had been out of work for many years and provisions 
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must have been a bit meagre at home, but his mother was always generous whenever I 

went there for a meal, as mine was when he came to us. 

I rather took Johnny under my wing and got him to enjoy studying. He proved a willing 

worker. It was not easy for him, but he hung on, got the idea, and eventually did well. His 

amazing good cheer and boundless enthusiasm were both his greatest asset and his saddest 

drawback, some certainly finding it all rather overwhelming at times. But those same gifts 

proved a powerful help to me in my worst moments and he stuck to me loyally however 

roughly I dealt with him. 

To the surprise of the town Johnny became a preacher, left the district a few years later, 

qualified as a sanitary inspector, and eventually entered one of the Scottish churches as a 

minister of religion. 

John’s brother, Arnold, was of similar build to John. Medium height, fair and slightly rounded 

without being at all fat, and reminiscent of the good looking type of German, though their 

surname was Irish. Arnold was a riveter at Barrow shipyard where John also worked. But the 

Mission Band to which we all belonged faded out in time with only John and I in the running. 

But John was proving to be a good friend 

Hope came to Millom on a small scale when it was decided to sink a new shaft at the iron 

mines
120

. It would provide an additional outlet for the ore, thus not only offering more work 

for the unemployed immediately but giving the promise of better prospects in the more 

distant future. It was to be six hundred feet deep and was to take six months to sink. But the 

site was close to the sea and the ground was not good. Soon water began to seep in. Then to 

everyone’s amazement it was found that it was fresh water. Endless water, apparently 

draining one of the great underground lakes which many believed was to be found a couple 

of miles or so away.  The worst was that the water contained quantities of sand. The only 

pump to operate in these conditions was the ‘Cornish Pump’, a type difficult to install while 

the process of sinking continued. Hence the problem became intractable. It was decided to 

bring in a firm of Belgium experts who specialised in particularly difficult situations in the 

mining field, the firm of Foraky
121

. The scheme was discussed, a contract drawn up and work 

recommenced. 

It became known that a man was required in the newly built office there and my father and 

I, with many others, made application for it. Father with his greater business experience got 

the position and took charge of all the business side of Foraky’s British enterprise. As new 

men were being sought for work at the pit top and down the shaft itself, I kept on making 

application from time to time, with a readiness to take anything at all. And whether by 

persistence or by the recommendation of my own father I was eventually given work. Not in 

the office, as I had hoped, but on the pit top as a labourer. I took it, and I did it, heaving on 

ropes which were put to draw up from the bowels of the earth, ropes which were saturated 

                                                           

120 This was probably the shaft known as Moorbank or No.11. The ore deposit was found in 1925. Sinking began in the summer of 1928 using a 

freezing process where the excavation was to pass through the overlying glacial deposits. (Harris A. -Cumberland Iron –the History of Hodbarrow 

Mine 1855-1968  published  Bradford Barton 1970   page 109) 

 

121 Foraky- A firm with outlets throughout Europe and  the world  Foraky freezing process: (mining engineering) A method of shaft sinking 

through heavily watered sands by freezing the sands. 
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with some dark, oily, slightly corrosive chemical which attacked the skin of all who hauled on 

them. In two days my hands were raw! 

I had not been used to work of that severity in any case. I had done as little on my father’s 

allotment as possible, my attitude being that I could see no fun in digging what I recognised 

as someone else’s pitch. A strangely mean and shockingly unchristian sentiment for one who 

was now proposing to preach the Gospel of the grace of God and of being concerned even 

for enemies. 

In ten days time I wore out three pairs of leather gloves which family and friends dug out 

and handed to me to spare my mounting misery. But how long would it take for my 

unaccustomed hands to accommodate to the effects of chemical action as well as friction? 

But at that time if you got work you uttered not the slightest word of complaint whatever 

you might be called upon to endure. 

At the end of three weeks, however, the notorious Belgium 

rope trick was ended. As little by little the hole was dug 

deeper and deeper sections of the cast steel arrived, rather 

like huge cradles, to be sent down and line the walls of the 

shaft. When bolted together they formed a twenty feet 

diameter tube leading forever downwards, the joints being 

caulked as they went. One day a load of these came without 

bolt holes, and we were directed to sit on the grass at the far 

end of the railway line and with hand turned ratchet-drills
122

 

cut out holes no less than one and three quarter inches 

diameter where they should have been before their arrival. 

The action was like that of rowing a boat but ten times harder. 

And this we kept up, with only thirty minutes break for lunch, 

for eight hours in the day, five and a half days in each week for 

another three weeks, not daring to take a rest, the steel 

handle chafing the hands yet more all the time. But my hands 

were growing harder now, and there were also times when we could pick up a bit of rag to 

place between the fingers and the metal. 

Then things began to grow a little easier for a day or two until a great gantry, thirty feet 

high, had to be moved fifty yards or so. A day or two of this and we were put to another vast 

labour and another and another. We took our orders from Belgium, Dutch, Flemish, French 

and English foremen who all had their favourite swear words for us to get used to. At last I 

was selected for a task quite different and which took me away from the other labourers for 

one or two hours at a time, and for which I was very thankful. 

The ‘New Shaft’ as it was known, had its own small blacksmith’s shop, reminiscent of a 

village blacksmith’s, therefore, the long, hollow, steel drills used for penetrating the rock 

were sharpened by machine two miles away in the big blacksmith shops at the centre of the 

mining area. Drills of this type could be found ten or twelve feet long. I had seen such in the 

Ironworks limestone quarry. The ones used at the New Shaft seemed to start at about seven 

                                                           

122 A hand drill in which the drill holder is revolved intermittently by a lever through a ratchet wheel and pawl.  

Ratchet-drill being used 

underground in 1929 at Spa Wood 

Mine. 
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or eight feet and diminish to about one foot as they wore away. They were hollow so that 

water could pass through their core and allay the dust which could destroy human lungs. But 

they could only be used for a few hours in hard rock before they needed attention. They 

were brought up the shaft when six to ten had accumulated, and I was directed to carry 

them to the main depot. Locomotives were so infrequent at our outpost that it did not pay 

to wait for one. 

When I was slaving with other labourers in the hot sun or drenching rain I had often envied 

the man whose duty it was to shoulder the drills, and now I was in that favoured position. 

The first time there were eight of them, average length about three foot six. I laid down two 

lengths of stout cord, as I had seen my predecessor do, and carefully positioned the rods 

upon them, binding them all tightly. Then, standing the bundle on one end, I took a deep 

breath and lifted. It might be half a hundredweight. This I balanced on my shoulder and 

started to walk away with it, watched critically by the foreman. 

The path was nothing more than a narrow cinder path alongside the single line railway. Up 

hill and down dale, past mining debris, derelict trucks, bushes and scrub, the load bearing 

heavier with every step and shoulder muscles bruising with every bump. But I wouldn’t like 

to be seen setting the load down, not as things were and I soon became adept at heaving 

the weight over my head between strides to transfer it to the other shoulder without for a 

moment wavering in my step. 

When I got to know the ropes a bit and learned all the tricks, the task was not quite so hard. 

I came to know at what times and at what points the boss or foreman might come within 

view. And there was one place half way along the route where I could see the track in both 

directions almost full length of the walk while standing in about two hundred yards of tall 

shrub, where I would not myself be seen. If no one was in sight I could set the drills down 

and sit in the undergrowth for a minute or two to ease my aching limbs without being 

missed. 

Then up again, the load raised to calloused shoulder and then proceed with a heavy, 

measured tread. But when my destination was reached I had the brief pleasure of talking for 

five or six minutes to some of the fine blacksmiths and their strikers at one or two of the 

twelve forges in that big shed, or to observe the working of the special machinery they had 

there. 

But another load of newly sharpened drills would be lying there waiting for me to tie them 

up and trudge them back to the New Shaft. Sometimes the drills would be longer and 

consequently heavier. They could be long enough to bend and sway as one walked, making 

the task considerably more difficult and necessitating very careful adjustment of stride to 

coincide with their frequency. 

At one point where I found it safe to lay the burden down in that length of shrub, there was 

a robin which would come and visit me. It learned to perch on a twig within a few inches of 

me and listen brightly as robins will while I told it all my troubles. He was a great joy in his 

little way and seemed to gather fortitude from the many Cliff College choruses I sang to him. 

I had a great stock of such songs at that time; a repertory of something like two hundred 

which I could sing to myself with neither stop nor repetition. With these I occupied myself 

while on these lonely trips. 
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When it came to meal times I mostly took my snack with the other men. We sat on dusty 

backless forms in dusty huts from dusty tables of unplanned wood and we ate what we 

brought from a tin and drank from a bottle. We were given only thirty minutes altogether. 

But I was intent on ‘redeeming the time’ and learning what I could. So when I had finished 

my sandwiches, I took out my pocket New Testament and quietly read. 

The rough men continued their swearing and bawdy joking and spit on the sizzling stovepipe 

unheeding, until one of them noticed me. Then the cry went up: “Look at that bloody young 

Christian!” followed by much laughter. But sprinklings of church and chapel men were 

among them and although they had never witnesses in quite that way, their faces showed 

their disapproval of the banter and minor persecution which would soon await me. The 

astounding result was that the teasing ceased as quickly as it had begun. Even the swearing 

stopped abruptly. And always, when I had finished my sandwiches and taken out my little 

black book, the same self-imposed restriction obtained. 

For a little while I had to take my lunch at an odd hour and found myself sitting in the ‘bate-

house’ alone. I munched away in solitude. It was so quiet! Then a tiny scratching sound 

would draw my eyes to a corner of the shed, and a little mouse would come peeping out. 

Then another and another, as I remained quite motionless, until a dozen or so romped 

around, picking up crumbs and rinds and bits of gristle which men had dropped. Then two 

might fight over some morsel. If you have never seen two mice at war you have missed the 

fastest action conceivable in the animal world I should think. To the human eye most of it 

was just a blur. It would be a treat to see such a tussle in slow motion photography. I sat 

there fascinated, not daring to take another bite for fear of disturbing them and losing their 

company.  

But after ten minutes or so the mice began to look uneasy and then to make themselves 

scarce. The first time I witnessed the scene I wondered why, but soon I saw the reason. Two 

beady eyes glistened between the boards and waited there unmoving, watching. For three 

minutes or more they remained frozen just inside the hole. I continued to keep very still. 

Then cautiously a rat edged forward, and stopped, waiting again, watching. At last it 

emerged, satisfied that no enemies were present. Others followed. They ran about freely, 

but always with caution and observing me with utmost wariness, before they eventually got 

quite used to me. 

Mice and rats never fed together, always mice first and rats after. The ‘pecking order’ was 

rigidly established. Ten more minutes and the rats had taken their fill and vanished. Then 

mice would appear again to salvage any scraps which remained. But my half hour was up. I 

would fill my mouth to capacity with the remainder of the sandwiches and sally forth to my 

labour once more. 

One might think that the low levels of amenities for the men’s comfort would have come to 

the notice of the mining authorities. But such would never be thought of. It was quite up to 

the standard of the facilities enjoyed by men down the pit. And if you think that at least they 

would poison the rats, you would be mistaken. No they are protected by the men, since they 

give warning of pending earth disturbances. 

Back on the pit top I sometimes found that my duties would take me into the little 

blacksmith’s shop close by, where they worked on three shifts to cover the twenty four 

hours of the day. One of the smiths was a man trained as a fitter and turner whom I knew 
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quite well as a member of the church and of our beloved billiard club. Hence, when his 

striker took ill and had to leave, he asked the foreman if I could be given his place and this 

was agreed. It proved a far, far, better thing. I might still have to carry the drills when work 

was slack. I might occasionally take my bike and deliver a message in town. But mostly I was 

there by the blacksmith’s hearth doing work which I found both interesting and congenial. 

Mind you, it proved to be heavy work. For when you were not swinging a seven-pound 

hammer you were pulling on the bellows. And when you were not pulling on the bellows you 

were swinging the seven-pound hammer again. But when sciatica made me limp it was 

easier to hide it. In addition, there was variety. You never could know what piece of work 

would come in next. And apart from shoeing horses, which did come our way, I think we did 

about everything, for sinking a shaft seems to be just one emergency after another. 

Of course, I could not change shifts to keep with my billiard club friend for I was a day shift 

man. So the three shift system brought me into contact with the other two smiths in turn. 

Jack I liked. He was an older man and very equable though more than a little deaf. He found 

it practically impossible to hear or indeed even to understand the Belgium and other foreign 

bosses when they came in all excited and frustrated with an emergency job, or to follow the 

sometimes very well drawn plans that were often put before him, nor the technical 

approach and detailed language of Monsieur Musch, the polished Frenchman who was in 

charge of the whole enterprise, when he came into the shed. 

At these times Jack pretended to hear while depending on me to look and listen carefully as 

he continued to nod his head saying, “Yes, yes,” in ignorance of what it was all about. And I 

would retell and explain it all when his visitor had gone out. This worked very well. But the 

more I knew of what was required the better able he was to keep his job. He was a good 

blacksmith and saw to it that I was initiated as quickly as possible into every branch of his 

art. I was a willing pupil and under this expert tuition learned in twelve months all that an 

apprentice might fumble after four or five years or more. Of the course the Belgium’s cared 

nothing for our apprentice rules. What they looked for was a man who could do the work 

and would do it without argument, without stint or fuss, and who would be prepared to 

work long hours whenever occasion demanded. The Belgium’s themselves regularly worked 

sixteen hours a day, year in and year out and thought nothing of it, though it might be seven 

days a week. 

Time came that if ever a smith was off; I was called in to take over. Whether drawing, 

swathing, bumping, shaping, punching, welding, sawing, filing drilling, threading, sharpening, 

tempering, I could handle it. I could also hear and interpret the drawings presented. If a 

pneumatic drill came in jammed, I could sort it out, clear the ducts and lubricate the 

bearings. If a certain kind of chisel was required and they had none in stock, I would make it. 

When three hundred of those seven-inch-long one-and a quarter-inch-diameter-left handed 

threaded bolts failed to arrive, we smiths actually made them, welding on the heads, and 

turning the huge dies by hand. When five-inch-diameter rock drilling crowns came in blunt, I 

did not hesitate to anneal them, reshape and case-harden them ready for immediate use 

again. 

Yes, and if something went wrong on the pit head gear, I and a mate would leave the blare 

and sweat of the red hot hearth, climb through the bitter blast or downpour of rain, hail or 

snow, and do a job astride  a cold, perhaps ice-encrusted girder fifty or sixty feet above the 

ground and perhaps six-hundred feet above the bottom of the shaft which yawned beneath 
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us. It was very different from my last job, sitting all day in a time keeper’s office or carting 

muck for a fruiterer’s garden, yet I loved it! 

One Monday morning the foreman rushed in with a heavy piece of iron, pushed it into the 

fire and yelled, “Blow!” So I left what I was doing, went to the bellows and rapidly fanned 

the fire into a blaze. He stood there and swore gently until the iron was a bright red then 

took the heaviest tongs with his left hand and lifted the glowing iron to the anvil, while 

taking a set in his right hand. Putting the set to the iron to cut it he yelled, “Hit!” So I picked 

up the seven-pounder and struck the set hard in the approved manner of a striker. “Harder!” 

he bellowed, and I struck it much harder. “Harder!!” he bellowed again. 

But I had been off on a cycle tour all Friday night, Saturday and Sunday; that is I had cycled 

all Friday night, Saturday night and Sunday night covering four hundred miles, and had been 

sightseeing all during Saturday and Sunday. It meant that I had scarcely slept between 

leaving work on Friday night and returning to work Monday morning, hoping for a 

comparatively quiet day to recuperate. In consequence I could hardly see that set, let alone 

hit it. And I knew that if I attempted to hit it any harder I could not expect to hit it squarely. 

But the impatient foreman’s voice rang out yet again and I gave it all my strength. 

The seven-pounder landed badly, glanced off the edge of the set and struck the anvil, 

bouncing off the hardened steel so strongly that I could scarcely hold it; while the set with its 

well-sharpened blade shot violently up and across his left arm, inflicting a deep gash ten 

inches long in his arm. Give him credit. He said no more than a subdued “Damn!” Never 

again did he demand that I hit it harder than my ability permitted.   

He flew to the office and my father rendered first aid. A doctor was called, and I did what 

little I could. But when the fuss was all over and I stood by the anvil again in comparative 

calm, it came home to me that it was I who had been responsible for that awful accident, 

and that as a Christian, nay as a decent citizen, which I hoped I was, it was my duty to see 

that I would never again come to work so exhausted that I was a danger to those who 

depended on me. 
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Ten minutes later another thing dawned on me. My foot felt strangely warm and sticky. 

When I looked down at it I found my left boot was filled to the brim with half-congealed 

blood. I gingerly lifted my trouser leg and inspected the wound. But however on earth had 

that happened? Neither the hammer, the set, nor the chunk of iron had touched my leg. I 

went over to the quenching trough and washed the blood away in the doubtfully suitable 

water. The cut was no bigger than a half inch long, but must have severed the vein. The 

bleeding, however, had completely staunched it, and there was nothing to worry about. 

Only the baffling mystery remained. 

I pictured again the hammer blow, the blurred set slicing the arm of my persecutor, the 

hammer hitting the anvil and bouncing back. I bent down examined the anvil at the point 

where the hammer had struck and there clear to be seen was the answer. A splinter of steel 

had shot away, passed right through my heavy khaki trousers and embedded itself in my leg. 

Or, since the splinter was not to be seen, it could have dropped to the iron-flecked floor. I 

would seek no further, for it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. 

Only recently, after forty five years during which the place on my leg occasionally itched, my 

shin began to irritate more than usual, and lo and behold one day that missing steel 

fragment turned up, having worked its way out of my leg at long last
123

.  

The hardest job I ever had, came when the shaft-sinking had proceeded maybe a hundred to 

a hundred and fifty feet depth and the work was going apace, when suddenly the 

unexpected happened and an extensive pocket of water began to drain into the shaft. The 

situation was dangerous and every hand was diverted to mix concrete to apply to the point 

as the flow increased. I took three days and a night to stop the influx. For thirty-six hours I 

shovelled sand, gravel and cement, first into the mixer then into the kibble. The kibble, 

earlier referred to, was a giant bucket perhaps five feet high and a half wide, big enough to 

take four men or several hundred-weight of materials up and down the shaft as required. 

For this present purpose it was planted on a truck, unhooked from the hawser and pushed 

along the rails to where we laboured. 

The truck itself was perhaps two foot high, so that the dry concrete had to be mixed and 

every shovelful thrown more than seven feet high to reach the mouth of the kibble. Another 

kibble was waiting when that was ready, and so endlessly. Four men shovelled into the 

kibble like creatures possessed. None dare pause, and I who had never been used to such a 

rate thought I would collapse in half an hour. But I must have been fit, for on we laboured in 

four hour stretches and fifteen minutes’ break , twelve, twenty-four and on to thirty-six 

hours, to save our men in danger below. Nay, perhaps to save our jobs, for if the flooding 

got hold, we might be out of work again and with the project closed down. 

Only at the end of that day and a half of slave-driving did they produce another set of men 

to relieve us and we allowed to go home. “Twelve hours off and I want you back here again”, 

the foreman cried as we left. But when the more seasoned men returned I was missing. 

Perhaps I was still more of a businessman than a labourer. 

Throughout that thirty six hours some relative or another kept bringing me a snack of food 

for the brief four hourly intervals. But when I at last arrived home exhausted, and fell into 

                                                           

123 I can remember as a child seeing black lines on my father’s legs and he telling me they were bits of iron that had hit him while blacksmithing. 
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bed, I did what I’ve never done before or since nor knew was possible; I slept without once 

stirring for a clear twenty four hours. My mother refused to wake me. Somehow, perhaps 

due to the intercession of my father, my failure to turn up was never referred to by Messrs 

Foraky and Co. This firm adopted what to the miners of Millom was a unique method of 

combating the liberal influx of sand and water which had foxed our engineers almost from 

the outset. The proposed shaft was to be twenty feet in diameter, allowing two cages to 

travel up and down its length when finished. So the firm drilled a circle of holes hundreds of 

feet deep around the intended shaft at forty feet diameter. A huge freezing plant was then 

installed and the tubes containing the freezing mixture were inserted into the holes and the 

mixture circulated through the ground. 

Thus a giant cylinder of frozen rock, sand earth and water surrounded the working area and 

the men sank the shaft down the middle of it comparatively dry and unhindered. It was a set 

of such freezing tubes which we were lifting out for replacement and took the skin off my 

hands when I first came to the shaft. 

The sixty foot headgear and engine house for lifting the cages up and down was installed 

from the start. But the cages themselves and the channels and gadgets supporting them 

could not be set up until the shaft was complete. Meanwhile men and materials, as we said 

before, were conveyed up and down by kibble. The rim of the shaft stood about four feet 

above the level of the ground and the great shelter of steel and corrugated iron was built 

over it to keep the water out. When the men below filled the kibble with stone or water or 

both, it was raised up to the surface and emptied into a metal truck having an opening about 

five feet square, then trundled on narrow rails by men to the tip. This trundling job was one I 

was given a share in from time to time, and I describe it now because I must tell of a rather 

unpleasant incident. 

It was winter. The New Shaft was in a very exposed position facing the sea. There was wind 

and sleet lashing at us, and although the water steamed as it came to the surface and felt 

lovely and warm when it splashed against our hands, it had begun to freeze before we got 

ten yards away from the shed. In course of time the splashes stiffened our sleeves like 

armour and made our fingers and wrists pain horribly. 

But every load day and night had to go out fifty or sixty yards from the shaft and be 

deposited on the tip. It was both arduous and miserable. But what made our pitiful lives hell 

was the sheer brutality and beastliness of the Belgium boss in charge of the pit top. His chief 

occupation, standing above us on the bell platform, was signalling the engine-house when 

loads were ready to go to go down the shaft and listening for the signals from below, for 

their return. 

Jacques, as we may call him, had a heart full of filth and bitterness and missed no 

opportunity to call Christ a bastard and skit at my religion with a spit of venom on us all. But 

the most foolhardy of us dare not answer back, although he treated us like dogs. All 

detested him. As for me, never have I hated as I hated on that cruel job. Sometimes just 

sometimes, I had to go up the steps to the platform with a message from the office, and 

then I was careful to keep well away from the mere two feet of metal wall separating us 

from the gaping hole which yawned like a chasm to a depth of perhaps five hundred feet. 

Our Jacques was a powerful man who, despite a stiff leg, set his feet like a rock while he 

pestered and bullied, maligned and insulted from the eminence of his platform. Only when a 
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signal came from below would he swing his burly frame in the action of a golfer to reach out 

for the signal bar and pass the signal on to the engine house. Only at such a moment was he 

vulnerable. It occurred to me, at a time when the bravest man on the pit top was cowed and 

suffering under the lash of his evil tongue, that next time my duty took me up to his sacred 

platform, and the signal-bell went, and he did his ‘golfer’ move to answer it…. 

Yes, how easy it would be! It needed just a nudge; a sort of heavy push. If I contrived to 

make an ‘accidental’ and ‘unpremeditated’ turn at precisely the wrong moment- our devilish 

torturer would be over the side…and down…down. 

He might cry out as he fell. But there would be little enough sound, just a muffled, echoing 

bump now and again as he hurtled to his doom; a thud at the bottom. No one would be 

sorry, and no one would know the identity of our deliverer 
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CHAPTER 11 

I savoured the thought of nudging Jacques over the edge of the shaft all that night as I 

pushed the trucks, tipped them, and trundled them back, and while watching them being 

filled again from the kibble-interminably . But the opportunity did not come that night. After 

all, at night the chances were small, for with the office closed and a few folk about how 

could there be anything to warrant a note being sent to the foreman on the bell platform? 

And admission to the platform area, so dangerous, so vital to life and limb, was forbidden 

unless expressly authorised. 

Next week then, on the day shift, for I was on a period of three shift work. Oh, yes, the 

chance would come then. And I would rid the men, my fellow workers, of their detested 

enemy! 

But this was premeditated murder. The thought had already occurred to me and struck me 

as odd. But it did not register. Because of the fear and hatred burning in my bones against 

this wretched animal of a man the thought did not mean any more to me than it would to a 

psychopath.  The murder could be justified, I told myself. It was the convenient disposal of 

dangerous refuse. And when I thought of nearly two hundred weight of rotten meat falling 

on the heads of those working below, it was sufficient to consider that they must hear it 

coming and move to the sides. 

But I must possess myself with patience. The weekend must pass before the opportunity 

could come.  But the weekend, though well occupied, brought further time for 

contemplation and reflection. And impact of Christian influences, the civilizing power of 

God’s Word, and common sense. That weekend I prayed about the miseries of those who 

laboured on that pit-head, prayed for the poor meek man who was always the chief butt of 

Jacques, the great, coarse bully who held the bell lever. 

And what of that bully? What could have happened to make him such a man? I knew 

nothing of his past, of course or his background. It must have been evil or unpleasant. What 

fearful set of experiences must have made him the dreadful man that he had become? I 

paused long and contemplated the question. 

Poor man, poor Jacques, who had suffered so much that he could not stop himself afflicting 

all around him! Whatever else I did, even before I murdered him, I must pray for this 

benighted devil. 

And I did! I prayed that he might be changed, delivered, saved, and made anew. How 

wonderful if I could now say that next time I set my eyes on him I found him a changed man. 

I did not. So far as I can tell, during the time I knew him, he never was reborn or anything. 

But nether was he pushed over the side. And never would be; not by me, anyway. I found to 

my amazement that that this was something I just could not bring myself to do, once I had 

prayed like that for him! 

That weekend, as it happened, I began reading Genesis. I got as far as the story of Cain and 

Abel. “And Cain slew Abel”, I read. “Sin coucheth the door”, said God. “You should be master 

of it”. And often the sudden, violent, Latin feelings which so easily rise within me against 

those who trouble me, have since been soothed and dissipated by similar means. What has 

made this person my enemy, I ask. Is it in him or in me? What could have made him as he 



147 

 

now is, I enquire, and then I search for an answer. Then a change takes place in me and I 

begin to understand and to feel so sorry for him. Finally I begin to pray for him, and my 

hatred is lost somewhere along the way. 

Well, the shaft was sunk at last and Foraky began to pack up and move away. I was one of 

the last three to be dismissed, occupied in dismantling and packing the utensils and 

machinery, and loading it into railway wagons. Last of all the massive freezing plant with its 

big compressors and foot wide piping. And what would I do then for a job? I would not be 

unemployed for long. There was something that had been happening which, without looking 

further ahead, would provide for my immediate future. Several processes combined to 

contribute to this unexpected state of affairs. 

I was still attending the Plymouth Brethren Meeting Hall, which was now transferred to the 

top of Devonshire Road. They had held a big tent mission with a Mr. McAlpine, a capable 

and forceful Scotsman, a missioner. Among others I acted as steward and gently took a great 

interest in all that was said and done. From this time on I was allowed to attend as a 

spectator their very private Sunday morning “Breaking of Bread”, otherwise known as Holy 

Communion. This was strictly reserved for baptised Christians. 

They had challenged my several times to be baptised, which for them meant being baptised 

by immersion. They now explained in more detail why this should be, until it seemed to me 

only suitable that I should submit to it- “to fulfil all righteousness” as they put it, which of 

course is as Jesus himself put it when He asked John to baptise him. I was to follow His lead 

in this matter and be baptised according to them, in the “proper good old Bible manner”.  

So a date was arranged with the local Baptist Church in Crown Street for me to be baptised, 

the only man among six females. McAlpine himself came to perform the ceremony. As for 

me, I thought it a great pity, when I discovered what arrangements had been made, that we 

were not to be immersed in the sea or in some river as the New Testament converts seemed 

to have done. 

But that was not the worst. On the occasion I was respectfully conducted to the vestry 

where I was told to undress completely and don a very long and voluminous black gown. I 

had never seen an adult baptism and I was shocked at the prospect. Left alone I carefully 

examined the gown, finding that it apparently had to be put over the head. And was there 

something in the pocket? Not, not in the pocket, for there wasn’t one. It was the hem. I 

examined the hem. It was quite heavy. Yes, clearly there must have been strips of lead sewn 

into the hem to keep the gown from floating up and about the armpits when the candidate 

went down into the water. I could have laughed if the apprehension of facing public baptism 

in that church had not frozen the attempt. What I disliked so heartily, though, was the sheer 

artificiality of it. If I could have foreseen this, if I could have imagined what it would be like 

beforehand, perhaps I wouldn’t have come. If there had been anyone there whom I could 

approach to call it off, I might have done that even then. But the steward, or whatever he 

would be called in the Baptist Church, when he came, was so deferential as well as matter of 

fact that it seemed impossible at this stage.  

But how different it was turning out to be from what we read in the Bible. I pictured John 

the Baptist baptising in the River Jordan at a place chosen “because of the abundance of the 

water there”. I began to wish that I had insisted on being baptised in the Duddon Estuary 

nearby. There was ample water to be found there when the tide was in. Or perhaps it could 
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have been further upstream, yes, at Ulpha. I’d have like that. But my thoughts were cut off 

by the solemn and bustling church officer, whose head momentarily appeared round the 

door and called that all was ready and I should follow him. I quickly followed so as not to get 

lost. A moment later I found myself standing nervously in a corridor with the six jittery 

ladies, all looking unnaturally black in their ample gowns as I. And I realised that as the only 

man I must not, could not, withdraw or even show my nervousness.  

The door opened and we processed into the chapel where a surprisingly large congregation 

were waiting excitedly. Millom had not seen so many adults baptised at one time in living 

memory.  It was an event. Some were my relatives. Very many were my friends. It would be 

in the news. The place was packed.  Many more came from mere curiosity. Most no doubts 

were members of the Baptist Chapel and of the Brethren Meeting Hall.   

But a great many, I found afterwards, were members of my own church and Leaders’ 

Meeting
124

, deeply puzzled that I had already been baptised as a child and was now a 

Methodist Local Preacher on Trial
125

 should think it suitable that I be baptised in a Baptist 

Church at the hands of a Plymouth Brother.  

The service proceeded. I suppose I must have been addressed in some way. Perhaps I made 

a public confession of some kind, and saying how I was converted. I don’t remember clearly. 

However, we were all herded towards the platform where Mr. McApine stood, similarly 

gowned, in a tank of water about six feet long.  A TANK of water! I wasn’t happy. But there 

he was, waiting, in waterproof waders up to his waist, and into them he had tucked his 

gown. 

John the Baptist would not have been dressed like that, I thought. But then, the Jordan may 

not have been as cold as Cumberland tap water. I found it off-putting. But worst of all, when 

I stepped down into the almost waist-high water I found that the water was actually warm 

and learned afterwards that it was connected to the church heating apparatus.  

Desperately I kept telling myself that baptism was only a symbol, an act of obedience, an 

acted parable, a sacrament, in which mundane things were used to suggest sacred truths 

and spiritual values. That the outward supports were not the essentials, they were only to 

point to the divine reality. Only it seemed to me that day that they didn’t so point. And they 

were not what I had looked for. There was no curing that. 

Then the greatest indignity of all was finding myself first on the list, women being a sort of 

second class citizen in Brethren eyes, I approached the sturdy McAlpine without quite 

knowing what was to be done. Suddenly he clapped his massive right hand over my nose 

and mouth, his left hand behind my shoulders, rapidly announced the formula “Edward 

Holme, I baptise thee in the Name of the father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost”, and with a 

quick and disconcerting action flung me backwards under the water and up again. The job 

was done. Next please! 

                                                           

124 Methodist Leaders’ Meeting is made up of elected laity and the minister and are an administrative/executive body. 

125 “On Trial” is a probationary period for preachers who are aiming at being fully qualified. The probationer is supported by those who have a 

full qualification both in practical preaching terms and have passed the necessary exams. 
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I wanted my immersion to be voluntary and that it certainly was not. And I had read that the 

New Testament baptisms were not anything like what had happened to me. Thinking it all 

over afterwards I found myself fostering

and laboured this land or any like it, He might never have installed a baptism tank or even 

instituted baptism at all, but might have found some other way of initiating Christians more 

suited to our climate. Perhaps the larger churches of our land were right to baptise by 

sprinkling. It was only a passing thought.

At the close of the service we were presented with a small bible, and in mine, over the 

signature of McAlpine, were the words “Endure hardship 

Timoth2:3.” I liked that. But the fact that all through the service I had been soaked in a 

welter of thoughts left me for some time unsettled and stewing in a number of problems 

which only slowly diminished and some never dep

I could take bread now as a fully fledged member in the Fellowship of the Breaking of Bread, 

but only to stand sometimes and pray spontaneously as others did during the solemn and 

sacred hour. 

At the same time as I was sharing fellowship wi

Member of the Methodist Church. There never was another so placed in our Queen Street 

Chapel, and they thought me a very odd individual indeed. I found

 that my adult baptism had been more of a shock to them than

after when I met some of the Chapel stalwarts, they taxed me with it and I had to defend 

myself. I think I acquitted myself well, but it did not alter their views. And a new factor, was 

introduced which had not occurred to me, 

denying my first baptism. Christians, they said, could only be baptised Christians once. Either 

my previous baptism had not been true Christian baptism in my eyes, or I had now been 

baptised into something other th

would be some time before I could settle that question.

Meanwhile the Brethren, not knowing the disturbances within my mind, decided to follow 

up their apparent advantage and strike while the iron was 

therefore put to me that I might consider a call to work as a missionary for them and go as a 

colporteur to “heathen Spain”. It seemed to me a wild suggestion, but I did not say so. I was 

not at all sure that I looked on Roman Cath

I would think about it and pray about it, and I suppose I did.  

At the same time, all unknown to me, in Methodist circles I was much under discussion. Was 

I to be considered a Methodist? Was I still to

Preacher examinations? Did a second baptism from a theological point of view negative the 

Queen Street Chapel Millom

I wanted my immersion to be voluntary and that it certainly was not. And I had read that the 

New Testament baptisms were not anything like what had happened to me. Thinking it all 

over afterwards I found myself fostering the beginnings of a feeling that if Jesus had lived 

and laboured this land or any like it, He might never have installed a baptism tank or even 

instituted baptism at all, but might have found some other way of initiating Christians more 

ate. Perhaps the larger churches of our land were right to baptise by 

sprinkling. It was only a passing thought. 

At the close of the service we were presented with a small bible, and in mine, over the 

signature of McAlpine, were the words “Endure hardship as a good soldier of Christ. 2 

Timoth2:3.” I liked that. But the fact that all through the service I had been soaked in a 

welter of thoughts left me for some time unsettled and stewing in a number of problems 

which only slowly diminished and some never departed at all. 

I could take bread now as a fully fledged member in the Fellowship of the Breaking of Bread, 

but only to stand sometimes and pray spontaneously as others did during the solemn and 

At the same time as I was sharing fellowship with the Brethren I was, you will remember, a 

Member of the Methodist Church. There never was another so placed in our Queen Street 

Chapel, and they thought me a very odd individual indeed. I found 

that my adult baptism had been more of a shock to them than I had known. For a few days 

after when I met some of the Chapel stalwarts, they taxed me with it and I had to defend 

myself. I think I acquitted myself well, but it did not alter their views. And a new factor, was 

introduced which had not occurred to me, namely that by being baptised again I was 

denying my first baptism. Christians, they said, could only be baptised Christians once. Either 

my previous baptism had not been true Christian baptism in my eyes, or I had now been 

baptised into something other than a Christian church! What a dilemma. Was it true? It 

would be some time before I could settle that question. 

Meanwhile the Brethren, not knowing the disturbances within my mind, decided to follow 

up their apparent advantage and strike while the iron was hot. The proposition was 

therefore put to me that I might consider a call to work as a missionary for them and go as a 

colporteur to “heathen Spain”. It seemed to me a wild suggestion, but I did not say so. I was 

not at all sure that I looked on Roman Catholics as heathen exactly, but I replied suitably that 

I would think about it and pray about it, and I suppose I did.   

At the same time, all unknown to me, in Methodist circles I was much under discussion. Was 

I to be considered a Methodist? Was I still to be permitted to continue with my Local 

Preacher examinations? Did a second baptism from a theological point of view negative the 
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At the same time, all unknown to me, in Methodist circles I was much under discussion. Was 

be permitted to continue with my Local 

Preacher examinations? Did a second baptism from a theological point of view negative the 
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first? Must it be taken that the immersion really did cancel my former baptism? And had I 

therefore repudiated my Methodist birthright? Most of all, could I be trusted for the future 

to “believe and preach our doctrines” as would be required of me? Ah, that was the rub. 

Some of our kindlier, some of our more astute Methodist leaders stood quietly by and 

smiled. Some were prepared to wait and see what developed. Things could change. A boy 

can pass through many phases and in the end come out on top. So no vote was taken 

against me. 

But often I was involved in discussion and argument over it, sometimes friendly, sometimes 

bitter, sometimes informed, often ignorant. It served to sharpen my wits, made realise more 

and more the importance, within the church, of discerning doctrinal distinctions and “rightly 

dividing the truth”. And it drove me to read the more assiduously and meaningfully those 

text books which had been placed within my reach. 

The Mission Band work continued its work although we were finding it increasingly difficult 

to keep some of its members in touch. Brother Cambridge believed that keeping a man 

occupied was the best way of securing his spiritual health. He proposed a trip to Liverpool 

where he had once worked as a pastor. He would get in touch with a minister there. We 

would go on our bikes for a weekend. We would speak in a mission there and preach in the 

neighbouring streets.  All was ultimately arrange, the time came and went by, only to find 

that we had landed ourselves into a spot of trouble between Roman Catholics and 

Orangemen. We were not even allowed to walk down the street in which the mission stood 

without written permission from the police. When we stood in a small group and lifted our 

voices to begin an open air meeting the police were down on us. They advised us not to 

speak publically at all, but if we were determined we must proceed with the greatest of care. 

We must not utter one word which could be construed as provocative to either Protestant 

or Catholic or we would be banished from the area. The police stayed there to see the 

matter through. It was a tough assignment for youngsters such as us.  But we rose to the 

occasion and came through unscathed.  

Next John, Arnold and I thought we would plan on our own what we considered to be a 

missionary trip, to Tyneside, they having an uncle in that region. We set off up the coast of 

Cumberland and arrived at Whitehaven where John and Arnold lived in their school days. 

Here I was introduced to their stern and strictly religious granddad. Then continued to 

Carlisle where we turned east, against a gruelling wind, making for the East Coast. 

That night, having arrived in Northumberland and somehow, we called at a farm to the 

north east of Hexham and asked for a place to put up our little tent for the night. I had 

expected to be understood anywhere in the north of England even if southerners are 

“foreigners” , but neither did we understand a word the household spoke nor could they 

understand us. When we asked for a bucket of water, half a dozen eggs, a pint of milk and a 

little butter, which farms in those days might expect to have, it was the same. It occurs to 

me now that they may have been Dutch or something. But having conveyed the intelligence 

by sign language that we wished to put up our tent, we had to be content. 

At noon next day we stopped beneath a bridge where a stream passed under the road and 

prepared a meal. And after eating we took out our Bibles and began to share a reading. 

Presently two children on their way back to school, no doubt, leaned over the ridge and 

observed us with ever widening eyes. It was clear that they were awed at what they saw. 
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Then we heard one of them say to his companion, “I know what they are. They’re Holy 

Catholics. That’s what they are.” Although my leanings were more in the direction of 

Plymouth Brethren and Wesleyan Methodist, he wasn’t far wrong if the words were used in 

their proper sense. Except, that is, that we made no claim to be holy. 

In the meeting we attended in Sunderland, held in the Methodist Chapel where John’s uncle 

worshipped and where we slept on the floor at night, we came to know a man whose bald 

head was a mass of giant cysts. We remarked upon it to those who had become our friends 

there and they assured us they resulted from the many truncheon blows inflicted by the 

police. It seemed that the man had once been a notorious drunkard, and when drunk had 

been the most dangerous of fighters and troublemakers, It always took three policeman to 

get him to the station, and they could only succeed by knocking him unconscious. But, they 

said, he had been thoroughly converted and had never touched a drop of drink since. 

It was here that I was introduced to my first instance of faith healing. At least I was expected 

to believe these apparently sincere but perhaps gullible people, even if I did not know how 

to credit what I had heard. It was of a man who had broken his arm. Oh yes, they declared, 

he was taken to hospital, X-rayed, and had it confirmed that his forearm was fractured. But 

he refused their treatment on religious grounds, came home and called a chapel prayer 

meeting, for his brethren to call on the Lord on his behalf. Before the evening was out their 

faith had “prevailed” and the arm was completely healed. He returned to hospital next day 

to tell them the fracture had gone. They laughed, examined it, and X-rayed it again. The 

doctors were baffled but had to admit that there was no sign of the fracture. 

I found myself reserving judgment on this, and wishing that I could have stayed on at the 

place to check with doctors, but of course, that couldn’t be done. Little did I think that the 

opportunity would come fifteen years later to share fellowship with a group of doctors and 

ministers who would go into matters like this, or that I would work in such a group in 

association with a large hospital and alongside doctors, psychiatrists and social workers in 

the practice of healing. 

But that is looking too far ahead. At the moment I was facing unemployment and preparing 

for my lay preacher’s examinations, and every experience was finding its niche in my rapidly 

forming, though late developing personality. Perhaps the biggest factor in bringing about 

change in my career or rather my way of life was to coming of the Cliff College Trekkers
126

 to 

our church in Millom.  It raised the question as to what this college might really be. 

                                                           

126Cliff College is in Calver, Derbyshire. My dad said the trekkers walked miles from one church to another pulling a cart with all their gear on. 

They were young men training to be Christian evangelists. At night they were given meals by the churches they visited and bedded down often in 

the school rooms of the chapels. 

 Herbert Silverwood, a famous Cliff College evangelist said that when he was a young man, all the Cliff College trekkers had to do was to put a 

notice outside a chapel or village hall saying “Cliff College trekkers here tonight” and the venue would be well-filled with expectant people, many 

of whom would already have some understanding of the Christian Gospel and when presented with a personal challenge would commit their 

lives to Christ.  

Extract from Kelly’s Directory 1932 
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I was not greatly interested in the question myself, because college anyway was beyond my 

horizon. But mother was interested , thinking of me, and as the Trekkers told of their 

training and background, my mother leaned over towards me in the pew of our United 

Methodist, previously Bible Christian Chapel and whispered, “Wouldn’t YOU like to go to 

Cliff College?” But would that be possible? For ME? 

It became clear to me that Cliff College was some kind of training home for laymen normally 

offering a course lasting up to a year. But only suitable candidates could be accepted. The 

point which struck and amazed, however, was that none were ever refused for lack of 

means! And how to go about it?  The procedure was simply to write a letter of application 

giving ones Christian experience and the reasons for wanting the course, and get the 

application supported by ones minister. A simple examination might follow. One could but 

try. 

Next I discovered that my friend John was intent on doing the same and to our delight we 

found our minister, Sheldon Knapp, willing to support. We sent off our letters, with the 

result that when I left Foraky’s it was with the high expectation that I  had only a few weeks 

to go before making my way, together with John, to Cliff College, Calver, in Derbyshire. This 

somewhat backward labourer cum stop-gap blacksmith was destined to change, hey presto, 

into a clean-shirted college student. My first real break!  

I knew little enough about the 

college, any college for that matter, 

and going there would have 

frightened me if it were not for the 

fact that I was so trusting. Yet the 

project sounded no less incongruous 

to me than it did to my school fellows 

and workmates or to my school 

teachers for that matter. Every now 

and again, even now after forty years, 

someone who knew me in those early 

days turns up and gasps to find that 

shortly before I came of age I came to 

believe in God so wholeheartedly that I could believe He was nabbing me for some unseen 

purpose, and that I could trust myself to Him in obedience to an unknown future.  

It was not good. I was indeed rather selfish at best, sometimes downright unscrupulous and 

often clueless.  But if it were really true that what was happening to me had anything to do 

with providence, caring and calling from God, it could not be anything but reasonable. Yet I 

had not the ability to make it God’s way worthwhile, I had not the godliness to make His 

                                                                                                                                                                      

Cliff College is an institution maintained by the Wesleyan Methodist Connexion for the training of lay preachers, and is the headquarters of the 

"Gospel Car Mission", which employs a number of evangelists to visit the rural parts of England. In 1907 the college was enlarged by the erection 
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choice suitable, and I lacked the constancy to warrant His faith in me.  And if it be that there 

is no such God, I was backing a loser. It could not succeed. 

We had one or two people in the neighbourhood who did know something about Cliff 

College. One was Brother Cambridge, of course, who had himself spent a year there. 

Another was the girl Doris, who had been to Cliff on one or more occasion, not only when 

they had their special evangelistic rally at Whitsun, but also as a student when the college 

was available as a Summer School. 

She and I had first met at the Sunday school when we were ten and eleven years old. Years 

after we once took a lonesome walk together shortly after midnight on New Year’s Eve, after 

her mother had invited me into her home to “let the New Year in.”  Now we found a 

common subject through our mutual interest in Cliff. We had three things in common: 

commercial night classes, Church and Sunday school, and Cliff College. As we got together 

more, we discovered yet another, for both had a feeling that God, yes God-was calling us to 

devote our lives to something which He would reveal “in the fullness of time.” And since 

there was for neither of us no one else who shared so much, we could not just part and 

forget it all, and we did not.  

But life was exceedingly full now apart from that. There was much preparation for leaving 

home. I had still my studies to follow up. There were sermons to make, for I was now taking 

two or three services every Sunday, plus occasional meetings here and there in the week, 

Guilds
127

, Christian Endeavours, Women’s Meetings, and so forth. Hence, if Doris had 

finished teaching at some night class, for she was working in the office of the town Clerk-

cum-lawyer during the day. 

Now when Foraky’s had closed down in Millom my father was retained as their British 

representative, being free nevertheless to take any full time work which might come his 

way. One job did, namely that of Means Test Investigator. 

As you will know, the idea was that the Government found it necessary to supplement the 

dole, dealt out to the genuinely unemployed, in such cases as really needed it. The 

investigator’s task was to ask questions, make the probing, take the notes and complete the 

report, so that a committee could adjudicate. Only the especially annoying cases came up 

for deliberation. Later I was to become rather unwillingly involved in all this. 

But for the present, I foresaw that I was going to miss my regular preaching in the Circuit 

when I went away, especially at the Hill, at Ulpha, and at Coniston. At the Hill, because I had 

lived there four years as a child. Although my attachment had recently been somewhat 

diminished by the two old ladies, sisters of the Mr Huggins who had been my Sunday School 

Superintendant at Queen Street Chapel, who apparently did not know as much theology as 

they thought they did. 

Among the several books which I must necessarily read was Wesley’s Sermons, containing 

the doctrinal teachings we would have to subscribe to. And one of the early sermons I had 

read was on the subject of “Christian Perfection”, a favourite Methodist topic if not pursuit. 
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As beginners will, I made the mistake of making a sermon on what would be thought 

suitable only for a more mature teacher. This sermon I preached at the Hill. 

What I said struck the Misses Huggins as being sadly bizarre. They took exception to it. They 

declared that they had never heard anything like it in their lives. No one ever before had 

heard anyone say the things or made the doctrinal statements which I had in that sermon. It 

was scandalous and ought to be stopped. They went so far as to write a letter to my 

Superintendant Minister, the Reverend Sheldon Knapp. And the Reverend Sheldon Knapp 

felt he must enquire of me just what kind of things I had been preaching. Would I kindly let 

him have a copy of the sermon? 

Fortunately I had my sermon written out, since at that time I was still preaching from the 

written text, and I presented him with it the same day. When he cast his eye over it, 

knowing his Wesley, he immediately recognised my sermon as almost a rehash of the great 

man’s work. I was congratulated and vindicated.  And no doubt the redoubtable Misses 

Huggins, whom I found very likeable, received a suitable reply. 

As to Ulpha, it had a warm place in my affections for two reasons. The first that it lay high 

among the rugged mountains of the middle Duddon, where sheep perpetually nibbled the 

grass between rough outcrops of rock and the river flowed swiftly and deeply over its 

polished slate bed. And the second, because the tiny congregation gathered eagerly from all 

directions, some striding as much as four miles over the mountain tops to hear the “Word of 

God”. Give them less than an hour and twenty minutes’ service and they quietly but 

earnestly, if shyly complained that the service, for which they had waited a whole week and 

come so far to share, was not sufficiently long. 

I would miss my visits to Coniston too. It was seventeen miles each way, scarcely two miles 

of which were anything like level. It rained every time I went, except once when I took 

another man’s place. And although I wore an excellent cycling cape and was well used to 

using one, and also donned souwester and leggings, by the time I had got on and off my bike 

twenty miles or more for the hills in the pouring Lakeland rains, the rain inevitably found its 

way round, down or over any defence one might care to adopt.  

So I always arrived wet through, at Coniston, and would peel off my dripping so-called 

waterproofs in the vestry, wring out my soft collar and socks, put the last two on again, and 

fairly squelch into the pulpit to conduct an hour’s service. Then don my chilly waterproofs 

again, cycle round to the steward’s home, get a cold wash and steam dry in front of the fire 

while dinner was being served, so that I could later be ready and fit to take another service. 

At the close, the waterproofs were donned again for the miserable seventeen miles of 

mountain road home. 

The worst was when my sciatica was bad. To be sure, biking was easier than walking, once I 

got on. But mounting and dismounting in that condition could be an excruciating business, 

and I often found myself needing to leave another half hour earlier to allow for limping up 

those murderous hills. Yet I loved the work and was happy to suffer it. Weird fellow! 

Indeed, I never thought to grumble or to ask for any easement regarding appointments. One 

just did not grumble to superiors at that time. So I never questioned the making of the 

Circuit Plan. It was God’s will! Out I went quarter by quarter without fail. Somebody had to 

do it. Others did it too. I was better fitted than most, perhaps than any. And it seemed to me 
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that if the Lord chose to send me wet weather every time, well it could only be so that 

someone else could get there dry, at least that was how I spun my philosophy. There was no 

doubt I would miss Coniston. 

The day came to leave for Cliff College. I could not have met the rail fare. So my things for 

the term were packed into a dilapidated suitcase and strapped precariously on to a simple 

carrier behind the saddle of my bike. A few further extras were stuffed into a small knapsack 

slung over my shoulder. John’s luggage faired the same treatment. And we both had to get 

off and adjust the cases for balance from time to time. 

My bile was the old fashioned kind- old fashioned even for those days. Heavy frame, twenty-

eight inch wheels, without a three speed. But it was no more than one hundred and eighty 

miles to the college down in Derbyshire. I’d done much more than that in a day. But steep 

hills of Cumberland faced us for the first twenty miles, the long hills of the Peak District for 

the last thirty, and the rough cobblestones of industrial Lancashire plagued us for forty miles 

in the middle, not to speak of the heights of the Pennine Chain beyond Manchester. 

We knew that ten miles an hour was all we could keep up with that ungainly luggage, and 

we had to be in by teatime to meet the college staff. So it meant leaving home after supper 

the previous day and riding straight through. A quick goodbye, then, to Mother and father, a 

peep at Aunt Louie, and a lingering conversation with my good friend Doris, then John and I 

were on our happy way. There was no doubt whatever that we were looking forward to our 

new adventure, and the opportunity of learning at the feet of qualified tutors and 

discovering Christian truths which we had not met before. 

We had no illusions about the task which awaited us that night. We had cycled too much 

and too far on so many occasions with loads of camping gear for that. As for me, I keenly 

looked forward to the trip and smiled to myself rather smugly as we covered the first few 

miles, in the secure knowledge that the distance to be covered was something which at least 

I was well able to do. 

We both accomplished it. Although the last forty miles were harder going than we had 

expected, with fresh head winds and splash of rain, so that we had to keep our heads down 

as much as possible, with the result that we missed our way, taking the wrong turning 

without knowing it. Not only did it add ten miles to our journey, but resulted in approaching 

Cliff College from the opposite direction, all without our being aware of it. This proved 

devastating.  It was many weeks before the fact dawned us. And from the day of our arrival 

to this, whenever I am in the Peak District, North is South to me, East is West, and unless I 

make a real effort, any road map of that area bewilders me.  

I shall not attempt to describe the college in detail. Suffice to say that it was a beautiful place 

in a beautiful situation, and that the set-up at that time was exceptionally Spartan  as 

colleges go. Up at six, and lectures all morning. Labour in the garden or about the premises 

all afternoon, most afternoons. Study in the lecture hall all evening. No smoking permitted- 

with the result that I made it the opportunity to give up the habit, for which I have been 

heartily thankful ever since. And being very much in earnest I decided during my course of 

training I would also abandon billiards, chess, playing cards, women and drink! Not that 

there was much in the way of facilities for any of them. In addition I determined to take a 

cold bath every morning at six. There was no hot water any way, not even heating in the 

large and draughty bath hall. The water was bitterly cold, straight from the mountains, I 
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should think. And that winter we had the coldest the Peak District had known for some 

years, with mountains of snow on the fields and roadsides; and howling gales. But that did 

not stop me. I always plunged in below the surface of the bath water for my self-imposed 

baptism. Straight out again I can tell you. And carefully worked out the very quickest way to 

get myself dry and dressed. 

Meals were unimaginative to say the least. For tea we had either, cake or jam. Never both, 

except on Sundays, when to honour the Sabbath and to give us a very special treat and make 

the day memorable for us, we did have cake and jam. Whoopee!! There were few preaching 

appointments for those needing transport.  But for those with bikes there was usually an 

outing every Sunday to one or other villages to take a service or two. To be out preaching for 

a whole day, with the often lavish hospitality which went with it was a far, far better thing 

than languishing all day shut up within the college walls knowing exactly what was coming 

on the table at meal times and that the college chapel services had a good chance of lasting 

one and a half hours or more. 

As to manual labour each afternoon, it so happened that John and I, with one other, were 

made responsible for keeping the toilets clean after seventy or eighty men using them! 

There were sixty feet of copper piping to keep bright and polished too. This task was so 

unpopular that it was customary for no one to be left doing the job for more than one term. 

However, we three became so proud of our work that when a new term began we begged 

the privilege of continuing in the care of the toilets. And we kept this up through all three 

terms to the puzzlement of our fellow students, who were only too glad that the unwelcome 

task should not fall to them. In consequence, when we demanded care and cleanliness from 

them against the threat that we might give it up, we got first class results. 

When half-term came round we were allowed to leave college, if we lived near enough, on 

the Friday afternoon, so long as we were back by Monday night. John and I were determined 

not to stay in college, and having no one we could stay with near at hand, we made our 

escape that Friday afternoon, without a load of luggage this time, thank goodness!  We duly 

arrived at Millom on time for breakfast Saturday morning. But by Sunday evening we had to 

be off again the hundred and eighty miles back. When it came to February half-term, we 

found ourselves doing the journey again, this time in several inches of snow and ice!  

It was soon to be Samuel Chadwick’s last term, not only as College Principal, but as a 

sojourner in this world
128

. By July that year he was gravely ill. Once or twice, when feeling a 

little better, he came and delivered a lecture. But his voice was almost too weak to hear. 

Occasionally he would be seen walking slowly with help, on the terrace outside our lecture 

hall. And to me, just to see him was a benediction. 

Before the end of the course, to our amazement, he sent for every man individually for 

interview, as he had done all the time he had been in office. He was now so weak that even 

within the confines of his small office I dare hardly breathe lest I should not hear the words 

which escaped his lips. “You know,” he whispered, “that a Cliff College man is normally 

expected to return to his own church and give them the benefit of his training. What do you 

intend to do when you leave here?” 
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“I intend to go home back to my church,” I said dutifully. 

“Have you employment waiting you?” he asked. When I confessed that I had not, he 

continued: “What would you like to do if you had a choice?” To my surprise I answered , “I 

would like to be an evangelist.” His quiet reply came without the least pause or hesitation 

for thought: “Then you will go on trek with the other men this summer and you will join the 

college staff of evangelists in September.” 

I went from that room so excited that I do not know how I found my way. The promise was 

almost incredible. A place on the Cliff College Evangelistic Staff! Someone believed in me. 

But before I reached my room a dreadful thought struck me, a purely selfish one. He might 

die tonight!  I turned on my heel, left my room, and wasted no time going round to the 

Reverend Norman Dunning’s home a few hundred yards across the lawns in the same 

grounds. He was our appointed Housemaster, the second in charge. If anything happened to 

Chadwick there was a chance that he would take over, I thought, at least temporarily. Our 

beloved Chadwick’s  promise might be wonderful, indeed it was, but might count for nothing 

if we lost him. 

Within a few minutes I was unfolding my anxious thoughts to Norman Dunning. “Doctor 

Chadwick,” he explained calmly, “is a very methodical man. Within ten seconds of your 

leaving his room careful note would have been made of the promise you had received. And 

whether he lives or dies his wishes will be carried out.” Chadwick died that autumn, and I 

felt it. Dear man, example of Christian love, courage and integrity. 

But I did not go on trek or join the college staff; for Dunning closed the interview that day 

when I called on him by saying, “You can be assured that there is a place on the evangelistic 

staff for you in September. But listen carefully to what I now say to you. I believe God wants 

you in the Methodist Ministry.” 

“Oh, no Sir!” I shot back, “He would not want me to be a minister.” He ignored this outburst, 

rose and showed me the door. “You must let me know before you leave college,” he added. 

We were due to leave college in three days. I would have little enough time to change my 

mind. But I did not need time. I knew very well that I did not want to be a Methodist 

Minister.  My mind had always been made up about that. Or was it? Why had I replied so 

rudely, or with such downright directness? By what inner conviction had I declared that God 

could not possibly want me to be a minister? I was in no way flippant in the matter. I 

appreciated that to make a mistake in a thing like this would be a very terrible thing. Then 

what was I to do? There was an hour and a half allotted to private prayer between six-thirty 

and eight in the morning, but the matter could not wait for that.  However when I went to 

my room that night, it was not to sleep but to prayer. Me! All night long in prayer? I was the 

one who found the one and a half hours’ morning devotions well nigh intolerable. I had 

instead adopted the secret practice of reading the Bible for about fifteen minutes, then 

praying for five, and calling that a day, so to speak. As to spending a night in prayer, I had 

heard of people doing that, but it did not seem the kind of thing I would go in for. 

It wasn’t; and still isn’t. All my life it had been the same. Private prayer might come naturally 

enough, in small quantities, much of it spontaneous, in response to need, either my own or 

another’s. Maybe, even now, I lack the discipline which Christians are supposed to have. 

Perhaps I have not grown spiritually, or am not fully committed, or something worse. But the 
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traditional practices of monks, hermits and saints leave me cold, leave me bewildered. All 

power to their elbow, or whatever they use. God bless ‘em all for that. I respect them, make 

no mistake, for their incredulous discipline and devotion. Indeed I stand in awe, almost of 

alarm. But I couldn’t imitate it. 

The New Testament is capable of all sorts of interpretations, of course and I could be very 

wrong in mine. But I see no outstanding person in the New Testament who leads that kind of 

life. I find in an early diary of mine that I wrote; “Prayer is the air-space between the glowing 

coals of life, without which the fire must die.” And still I find these words to be the right 

emphasis for me, as I think the New Testament writers did for them. Even Jesus Christ? 

Contrary to much learned teaching, only have note that he spent protracted periods in 

prayer in face of some exceptional crisis or need. 

Ah well, here was my crisis! It was undoubtedly imperative that I find out why I had said no 

to the prospect of going for the Methodist Ministry; said it with conviction and finality, 

apparently without having to think. I had got to find out before I could sleep, if it took me all 

night. It did take me all night!  

Dawn was lighting my window before the answer was clear to me. I knew there must be 

something, some one thing, which stood in my way, some starker barrier which I had not 

been able to place or name. Come at the question how I would, I could not identify it, all the 

hours of that night. Then with dawn it came. The barrier was “Plymouth Brethrenism”. 

For the first time I realised how deeply the teaching of the Brethren had impregnated my 

soul. They did not believe in a paid ministry. The Apostles were never paid by the church. 

“The just shall live by faith,” they quoted, and meant it literally, in spite of their keen and 

often successful business activities. If in business they were making a living and doing well, 

this was the mark of God’s blessing on their lives. If this was living by faith, it was working 

beautifully. But to work full time for the church and get sufficient remuneration to keep soul 

and body together for it was a very different thing. A Pastor should be totally dependent on 

what God’s sends him. Unless, of course, he had salted enough away, before taking up the 

work, to manage. It was only the poor who must “live by faith”. Other scriptures like the 

“Labourer is worthy of his hire” they believed was not applicable. But then, they did not feel 

the need for full time minister. Their churches were rarely large and they conducted all their 

own services and church business.  

At last, having seen all this with a clarity I had never possessed before, I now had to work it 

out for myself. So between dawn and the six o’clock bell, I worked it out. After breakfast and 

before lectures I strode round to Brother Dunning’s house and declared that after all I 

believed God wanted me at least to “sit” for the ministry.  

“Then you don’t go on trek,” he ordered. “You go straight home and spend the next twelve 

months preparing for it and taking the examinations as they come up.” 

But could I? 
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CHAPTER 12 

I wrote home to mother with the astounding news that I wanted to study for the ministry. 

Could I come home and spend the winter working for it? 

I knew it was a big thing to ask. We had been so poor all these years, although dad- I know 

began to call them mum  and dad- although dad was working at this time, there were still 

debts to be paid here and there, and many replacements needed. 

Then again, for at least fifteen years my parents had had no real break from the daily round. 

And now to be burdened with a  young fellow who had just spent twelve  month earning 

nothing, and who suddenly wanted to spend another year reading books and preaching 

sermons with no sign of income but the dole, and with the prospect of either failing the 

ministry in the end or, if successful, spending another three years or four years in another 

college earning nothing all that time and with all the expense of replacing clothes, or dental 

and other treatments, special books then pocket money... It left one speechless, made me 

sick to think of it even as I write.  

Yet mum’s reply was waiting for me when I arrived three days later. Calm and gentle was her 

tone. “We’re pleased to hear of your ‘Call’. Yes, it will be all right for you to come home and 

study. There’s no other way. I don’t know how we’ll manage, but the Lord will provide.” 

Then I realised how selfish I had been to have strapped my suitcase to the carrier of my bike 

and peddle home with such a light heart. John
129

, of course, being destined for the ministry, 

had no such problem. Even though his mother was a widow, he had been in good work 

previous to his going to Cliff, and so had his brother. It was understood that he would go to 

college. Money had no doubt been put aside for just this purpose. 

“We shall study and candidate together,” he declared, “Sharing all along the way.” I never 

thought I had much chance of succeeding, I was always careful to say. For I really believed, 

not that God had called me to be a minister, but that  He required me to prepare, take the 

examinations, and then find out from what resulted. If the Church did not accept me, that 

would not unduly surprise me, but I had done as I was bidden. If, strangely, the Church did 

accept me, I would take that as His way of saying that He had called me. I awaited the 

Church’s conviction on the point. Then would be time enough say that I was called to the 

Ministry. 

I did not know whether this peculiar attitude would be acceptable to the various committees 

or not. I knew that on certain occasions I would be required to give an account of my 

conversion and “Call to preach”, and also my “Call to Ministry”.  I realised that when the 

time came I might have to say that I did not know whether I was called to ministry. But I 

shrugged my shoulders. Do they not say, “Don’t cross your bridges ‘til you reach them?”  Or 

as Jesus put it with apparent cynicism, “sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof”. 

On that last journey from Cliff College we had a good ride home until we got to Milnthorpe. 

Then suddenly, when pedalling up a long hill north of the village, John’s knee gave out. 

Would you believe it, just when some of the hardest work had yet to be done? For the next 

ten miles it would be level for the most part and I could push him as I cycled alongside. After 
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that came the vicious Lindale Hill, followed by hill after hill including the long hard rise from 

the Vale of Lowick to the top of Gawthraite Moor and the even longer Broad Oak. But it was 

all hills to within one mile of Millom. Those last forty miles through the fringe of the 

Cumberland Mountains, as they were then known, seemed to take ages. And the one 

hundred and eighty miles seemed more like two hundred and eighty by the time we reached 

home that day. 

John was laid up with housemaid’s knee, as we used to call it. But to my disgust it did not 

prevent him making contact with that happy little girl I used to play with at the back of our 

house in Market Street. The pact we had on leaving Cliff, that we would avoid “all vices, 

including women” whilst in training, still stood according to my interpretation. So I was really 

surprised and piqued on two scores: first that John should be sweet on Marjory, whom I had 

once liked so much, and second that he should so easily break the pact, which I for one was 

intent on keeping. 

True I had frequent conversations with Doris, and by the end of the year we took long walks 

together.   

 

 

Doris Walker with her mother 
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But I did not count that. Our talk was about things like Cliff College, Pitman’s shorthand, 

church work. We did not discuss the matter but each was careful that this should not 

develop into anything at that time deeper. Whereas, within a few weeks of coming home it 

was plain to anyone passing them in the street that their relationship was on a very different 

footing. 

John and I met almost daily to share our studies, however, and there was little I could say in 

protest. Besides, compared with me he was educationally advanced. And he had paid for an 

ambitious correspondence course which he allowed me to share. Hence I found myself 

learning Greek and German, as well as Old and New Testament and Theology. 

What really worried me, however, was that whereas John has always been consistent and 

reliable, by November he had begun to show less consideration for those various functions 

which we had always attended together. Then in the autumn I was horrified to he had not 

taken his appointment at Coniston, not only leaving them without a preacher but even 
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without an apology.  A month or two later he asked me to take his appointment at Coniston, 

which I did. I remember the trip particularly well because my brother Dan was on leave and 

did the journey with me. This was that one occasion when I arrived dry at Coniston, it being 

a glorious day. But when in December John stubbornly refused to preach at Queen Street as 

planned, I was utterly dismayed. I took that appointment too. 

We still had our Local Preacher’s Examinations to complete. None could candidate for the 

Methodist Ministry without first securing his place on “Full Plan”. We managed this, both of 

us before the year end, by which time it was clear that John was courting strongly. Was this 

what hindered his progress? 

I had noticed a slackening of effort on his part when it came to study, and a lessening of 

enthusiasm regarding his church. I took him to task on this, but he assured me that nothing 

was wrong and that nothing at all would come of his friendship with Marjory until he was 

safely through to ordination.  It was a point of the utmost importance as far as his career 

was concerned, for in those days there was no such thing as a married candidate. Those who 

were accepted had to give an assurance that they would remain unmarried until after 

ordination, some seven years hence. Any who married in defiance were certain to be 

rejected. John, who had always believed and firmly  testified that  God had “called him from 

his mother’s womb”, as the Bible put it, must shun marriage  like the devil himself, for 

certainly his calling would be sucked down the drain along with it. 

In the New Year, however, we both set ourselves to prepare yet more earnestly for specific 

examinations for which we were given precise dates. These examinations, both written and 

oral were interspersed with preaching services, which themselves were set for examination 

and carefully reported on. These reports were then sent on to headquarters together with 

our written sermons. Altogether these tests were now coming at us from all angles it 

seemed and on average almost once a fortnight from then until mid July. It was indeed 

proving a very arduous programme. Yet, if I remember alright, the very first series John 

failed to sit! The whole church was shocked at the news of it. 

However, in the world this lapse could have occurred yet in his case I could not explain it, 

though everyone expected that I ought to throw some light on the matter. John himself 

refused to pass comment. None of us even knew whether anything could be done about his 

being given the opportunity to sit the examination at a later date. John said he was 

enquiring about it. But the days passed without further enlightenment, and it is doubtful 

whether he even pursued the question.  

When the second examination came he somehow managed to dodge that one too. He and I 

nearly came to blows over it. Then not surprisingly, a week having passed John came to me 

with the bleak announcement that he had given up all thought of the Ministry that year. He 

was going to let the opportunity pass and take his examinations next year, giving more time 

for preparation, he said. 

Now John was a little younger than I. I could candidate the following year if I failed this, 

while he could have another two chances if he needed them. But how would his pressing 

courtship be helped by postponing his prospective marriage yet another year, let alone two? 

And what would I do without his guiding and encouraging me? I had come to relying on his 

help. It was when I put this to him pleadingly that he hung his head and murmured, “If you 

pass this year, then I’ll do it next year.” 
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“But I’m nothing like as good a candidate as you are, John, and you know it. Besides, the 

longer you put off candidating the longer you have to wait to get married.” I argued every 

way I could, but nothing made any difference. Hence it was a dying hope that I set about my 

studies alone, doggedly, desperately and lonesome. 

Having drawn the dole for six months, the weekly payment was now greatly reduced 

according to the rule, and a few weeks later were stopped altogether. But in the first week 

of February dad took ill, very ill. It was an illness which would take months for recovery. And 

now what were we to do? Our already meagre income dropped dramatically. It was one 

thing for mother to promise that I could come home to study whole time with father 

working with only supplementary benefit, but now... It drove me as perhaps never before to 

prayer. 

By the third week in February dad’s doctor made a bright suggestion. Couldn’t I apply for 

dad’s job? It did not seem very likely to succeed but as a last resort it might be tried. It could 

spell the only hope of being a successful candidate, as far as I was concerned, and the last 

straw we could snatch at. Amazingly it worked. I began in my new post almost 

immediately
130

. 

Now I was obliged to rise at four in the morning to get a batch of study done before eight 

and then continue it for a further period in the evening. But it was worth it. The extra 

income solved our immediate financial problems and, most valuable of all, put dad’s mind at 

rest. And there was one further joy as far as I was concerned, I would be riding dad’s motor 

bike! 

When I had first come home in July, I had found study in the evenings to be anything but 

easy due to the noise of the children playing in the streets.  Even now, in the dead of winter, 

if the weather was good I could expect some noise until dark. But I found the very early 

morning just wonderful. Everything was so still that it was easy to concentrate, and I made 

excellent progress. 

Evenings, however, were often well occupied, apart from study. There were meetings of one 

kind or another almost every night, sometimes three in a single evening. As a future 

prospective future minister, people looked for me to be there. On Sundays I often took a 

small Sunday School class of a morning, led a service and preached before lunch, took 

another Sunday class again in the afternoon, another service at night, with perhaps a prayer 

meeting or two thrown in. 

As pressure of examinations increased, many of these meeting just had to go. But whatever 

else went the fellowship of my two companions I did not give up on, namely Doris, who was 

proving a real blessing at every turn, and young Jimmy Garner who created a useful 

diversion with his perpetual good cheer. 

I would not do justice to Jimmy, if I left it at that. He helped me as much as he needed me. It 

is difficult now to recapture how much this meant to me during that vital year. But my diary 

bears witness that his ministrations to me were constant and devoted, and we certainly 

enjoyed our adventures together. 
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Just one outstanding experience I must relate, since the memory of it will never leave me. I 

wanted to climb Black Coombe, our nearby mountain, to see the sun rise from its summit, as 

my parents had done when they were young. “Jimmy,” I said, “what about getting our mums 

to put us up some food one Saturday when the weather is right and riding our bikes to the 

foot of Black Coombe and climbing it in the night in time to be in the top in time to see the  

sun come up?” 

Of all the foolish enterprises either of us had thought up this seemed to him the craziest. But 

he conceded at last it was all right, “I’m game if y

but gulped a little at the prospect.

Of course the weather must be right or we would arrive at the summit all wet to the skin 

and see nothing for mist and drizzle. We could have found ourselves waiting for weeks,

years, for the right day. But three or four days went by, Friday came and the sky looked 

settled and promising. I dashed round to Johnny’s after tea and announced, “Tonight’s the 

night.” 

We reached the foot of Black Coombe by about eleven and locke

chain by the wall of the highest field. I knew my way blindfold, and we had plenty of time. 

Most of the way we discussed things of religious interest, Biblical, theological and 

philosophical subjects on amateur level. Frequently

continue our talking as we gazed out upon the black velvet world below.

About one thirty we reached the top where a cool, fresh breeze was blowing from the west, 

and we were careful to take shelter on the lee of a drys

there. We still had ample time on our hands, since sunrise was timed for about four to half 

past. We sang all the Cliff College Choruses we could remember, read our Testaments by the 

light of a torch and said a prayer or two

were encouraged to note that the sky was still clear, although the wind now began to grow 

chillier. 

Came three o’clock and the time for eats. Meat pie and tomatoes. Great! A big slab of cake 

which mum had generously put up. Three or four bottles of pop, the kind with a glass ball in 

the neck, which had to be pushed down to open. All this brought us to half past three.

But what was that light over the hills opposite? The direction was somewhere about the 

upper end of the Duddon Estuary. Could there be a house on fire on the hill over Kirkby? 

Perhaps it was at Arnside, where the land dropped again to the coast. If it was a house on 
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fire, the fire was a big one, and growing. It could never be the light of the coming sun, for 

sunrise was not yet due. But the light grew and spread, spread beyond belief. Nothing less 

than atomic conflagration could account for such a light, and that was not on the menu in 

those days. It still grew; beyond anything of earthly origin surely. At last we were forced to 

the conclusion that it could only be the sun. 

So we stood, and gazed, watching, bewitched by it. Its increase was dramatic. Not only did it 

grow, it blossomed and radiated until its brilliance announced, nay shouted, that the sun 

itself must burst forth above the edge of the Pennines next second. But it did not appear. It 

seemed impossible that the light could shine brighter, yet it continued to do so. Impossible 

that the sun could tarry more, yet it did.   

If this was the dawn, then surely there never was another dawn to compare with this one! 

And still the splendour mounted, adding yet more light to the fiercely lit sky. But it had to be 

the sun. Its rays were shooting like dead straight pathways into the dome of the sky. With 

incredible speed they were spreading now across the dark world. With what mounting 

excitement we watched the transforming light touch first Scawfell, then Helvelyn and 

Skiddaw, till it reached Coniston Old Man, moving rapidly, giving us no time to think, barely 

time to absorb and try to remember. 

The sun, only then, at last the sun. A few minutes early according to our reckoning, through 

our being two thousand feet up. What mattered? The glory of it was overwhelming and 

changing too swiftly for our little minds to take it all in. 

How hurriedly the red ball of fire ‘plunged’ into that sea of sky! Had it travelled at such high 

speed the whole night through?  See how the light now chased and tumbled down the 

mountain sides! With what fear the shadows fled into their crevices and died! How the 

valley’s gloom dissolved, giving up its dark secrets to the light of day! 
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And from the very instant we saw the great globe appear, we felt its welcome warmth. The 

chill wind lost its bite. Our shrunken bodies expanded. We felt twice as strong now and twice 

as hungry. How thankful we were that a liberal chunk of potato cake still lay in a tin at the 

bottom of our bag. 

We felt like visitors from another world. We ate with a feeling of unreality; in a kind of 

ecstasy.  We were exalted, as though we had passed through the night under sentence of 

death and were now suddenly liberated. Or as though we were living our lives in darkness 

and were now standing in the light eternal. It was exhilaration, cleansing, forgiveness, a 

benison. 

We breathed deeply. We looked around us. We laughed, we shouted. Perhaps there was too 

much oxygen floating about at the top of our beloved Black Coombe. If any could have seen 

us they certainly would have thought that we were intoxicated. Then we set off briskly, with 

no sign of tiredness one might expect of lads who had sat up all night after climbing a 

mountain. We descended the one thousand nine hundred and seventy three feet to the 

world below, to behold our neighbours with different eyes. The eyes of those who dwelt on 

another plane, if only for a few hours, and had known a different life; had walked a higher 

path and breathed a rarer air. For we had literally seen the light! We had looked at each 

other, it was to share a knowing smile, a deep satisfaction, a rich secret, for we felt we had 

beheld what few had ever seen. 

As Johnny and I drew closer together, so John and I drew further apart. We now met only 

every few week. Each meeting found us engaged in the most serious and private talks.         

But all I can say is that he seemed to me to be building up some kind of stress condition. By 

mid April he was obviously ill, and I had to take his appointment yet again. Even now he was 

not yet entirely cut off. And when the Cliff Trekkers came to town that July
131

 there he was 

helping with his motor bike like the Mission Band enthusiast he still claimed to be. 

It was a powerful motorbike, and when he had done his running about to help the ladies 

gather together the things for the church tea, I was delighted to receive his invitation to 

accompany him when he set off towards Milnthorpe to meet the Trekkers. Not that we 

could have much idea how near or how far away they were. But it was the thought that 

when he came among them I might help them with their trek cart over the last gruelling hills 

and perhaps John would take the most exhausted member back on his pillion. 

I vividly remember that I was sporting a fine new brown tweedy suit that day. It was poor 

enough quality, but the very best that dad’s money could buy. Getting a new suit was a very 

rare event by that time. We set off at a cracking pace. We had got almost exactly one mile 

from the town. I could take you now to the every spot. We rounded a bend, heeling well 

over, and went smack into a big herd of cows which literally filled the road. 

John dug his foot into his brake pedal and with a squeal went into a long winding skid, 

threading a path through the cows. Never did domestic animals looked so huge. And how 

John missed them, I shall never know. When the machine no longer chose to travel on 

wheels, we continued for a further twenty-five feet, its pedals effectively digging up the road 
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as we went. When we came to a stop we checked our limbs and ribs for broken bones and 

found none. But my suit...my pretty brown suit, first time on and looking so pristinely new, 

was ripped to shreds.  We both bled rather a lot, but only from grazes, and not a cow was 

touched. The farmer came across and stared at us, chewing on a piece of grass. “Do that 

again,” he drawled, “I was not watching.” 

I was still doing dad’s job and taking exams at the same time. My marks were not at all that 

good; fifty per cent for literature, fifty eight for Bible, a mere pass for my sermon but a good 

for my oral. I see the comment I made in my diary: “I can only just have scraped through 

thus far. Not much hope for the future.” 

One of the most frightening hurdles would be the Ministerial May Synod. When the date 

came round, six of us candidates from the  Carlisle District were lined up, before perhaps 

one hundred Methodist Ministers to give our testimony and call to the Ministry “in a loud 

and clear voice”, after which to be open to questioning by any person present. 

I told them briefly of my Christian experiences, such as they were. How prayerfully I had 

signed the decision card at seven years old, how tentatively I had knelt at the Salvation 

Penitent Form when I was twelve, how readily though fearfully I have responded to the call 

to preach and how difficult I had found it to consider the ministry when leaving Cliff College. 

I had said nothing about my sins not of my supposed ‘criminal tendencies’, of course, but 

explained quite clearly, I think, certainly with great care, that I was by no means convinced 

God had called me to be a minister, only that He had bid me prepare and sit the 

examinations. 

This declared lack of a definite call to the ministry caused some stir among the members of 

the Synod. It divided them. Some obviously disapproved whilst others seemed to think that 

my candour was a good sign. Then when all the candidates had taken a turn, each in his own 

manner, opportunity was given to the meeting to address a question to any candidate. It 

was at this point that a spiky middle-aged minister rose and indicated in a haughty voice that 

he wished to put a question. “I want to know,” he said, “whether all the candidates have 

been baptised.” 

We could see that some ministers were amused, for the point had already been covered at 

an earlier stage in writing. There could be some reason, of course, why the brother thought 

the question should be put into open Synod. So we answered one by one all along the line. I 

was fourth, I believe. The answers came, “Yes, Sir,” “Yes, Sir,” “Yes, Sir.”  A slight pause, then 

I heard my own voice uttering one word, “Twice!”   The Synod rocked with laughter at the 

unexpected admission, while the questioner looked a mixture of indignation and 

embarrassment.   

But how daft can you be? I might be a queer individual, but there was no need to draw 

attention to the fact on such an occasion as this. Everything had gone so smoothly for us all 

at this point. We obviously had the sympathy of the Synod. The silly question which was put 

to us had not been a popular one. To have said, with the others, “Yes, Sir,” would have been 

the end of the matter. But I had to go and say that! 

Of course it drew further questions. It had to. I was made to explain how it came about that I 

was baptised twice. How I came to be baptised by immersion, Methodist as I was supposed 

to be. Why was I so closely associated with Plymouth Brethren? There would be some who 
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wanted to know whether I believed immersion to be essential and some whether I did not 

believe in infant baptism any more. Some whether I would not be happier working with 

Plymouth Brethren or at last in a Baptist church. And so forth. 

I did not answer all these questions. Not all of them were voiced, but I can now believe that 

all of them must have been thought, at least by some. And I can well believe that when we 

were dismissed, as was customary while the Synod discussed us freely, my Superintendent 

Minister must have had a busy time trying to put things right for me. 

It seemed a long time we stood about in the corridor waiting for the signal to return, 

although probably it was no more than ten or fifteen minutes. When we were ushered in 

and lined up again, our fears were somewhat allayed. The chairman announced that though 

all were being sent on to the next stages of candidature, we must accept the probability that 

few, if any of us, could possibly be accepted by Conference. In fact only two were. 

By the end of June, with most of my examinations over, dad believed himself ready to take 

over the Means Test Investigation job again.  And how thankful I was! The great final 

Interview cum Medical Tests was creeping up on me. It was known as the ‘June Committee’ 

and would be held at Manchester. As to whether I failed the medical might depend on 

whether I got a bout of sciatica at the time, while the chance of succeeding in the oral must 

be slight enough, despite my good mark for the last one. After all, this oral would be 

conducted by Ministers, renowned theologians and university professors. I knew my  Book 

List was atrocious and my general scholarship low enough. Understandably I was aware, 

especially after the May Synod Chairman had warned us, that I had very little hope. Still, I 

had done what I believed God had wanted me to. Whatever, I would do, on failing one,I 

must wait and see. 

I was anxious to join the Cliff Trekkers at Newcastle in a few weeks’ time if I could, but not 

until after the dreaded July Committee. There is not a great deal one can do in preparation 

for such an examination, where any line of questioning at all could be adopted, any subject 

broached, so long as it enabled the Committee to see what stuff one was made of and what 

kind of minister one might conceivably make. 

But how would I time the journey to Manchester?  I was to take dad’s motorbike, but if I left 

in the morning I would arrive there either too late for the morning session or too tired and 

frayed to do myself justice. Perhaps I could travel the day before and stay the night with my 

beloved sister at Southport
132

.  This was arranged. I was all right at Southport. Evelyn 

pampered me as usual, made me very comfortable, calmed my nerves, and sent me off in 

the morning with my pockets stuffed with goodies including the inevitable tin of Nestlé’s 

milk, which I could pierce with my dog teeth when no one was looking and suck in great 

contentment. 

I was driving along amiably with some time to spare, and approaching Manchester from the 

North West, when without a warning I came to a busy cross roads. I discovered afterwards 

that there was a crossroads sign, which a huge removal van had obscured from my view. 

Before I knew what was happening I was in the middle of the crossing heading for a taxi.  I 

struck it squarely amidships. Its door was deeply dented. The driver was shaken. But my 
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father’s motorbike appeared unrecognisably crushed by the impact. I was fortunate to have 

escaped with my life. I was considerably scratched. But my clothes were not torn. The front 

wheel and steering were a write-off. Consequently I had to dump the bike in a local garage 

and catch a bus. 

It was then that I realised how shaken I was.  I was sat in a front seat, and every vehicle 

approaching from the opposite direction seemed to me to be making for a head-on crash 

with us. Not only that, but I was going to arrive at the Didsbury College much too late for the 

morning examination. I could only conclude that after all the preparation, all the expense, 

and two day’s travelling, I was going to be disqualified without even a chance. 

I got there just in time for lunch and I did not know whether to partake or abstain. A few 

words with my neighbour at table revealed that the morning session had been spent on 

medicals. There were doctors at the opposite end of the room. A dignified gentleman came 

over to speak with me. Someone had passed him a message that I had suffered an accident 

on the way there. It was fortunate, he said, that the doctors had been persuaded to stay on 

to lunch.  He would see if in the circumstances they would stay a little longer, tend my 

wounds and perhaps examine me.  

Yes, the doctors had compassion on me, soothed my wounds, bandaged me, and best of all 

gave me a medical. I felt like a man waylaid on his walk from Jerusalem to Jericho. 

Furthermore, although they asked me if I had any of a number of frightening diseases, which 

I had not, they never thought to ask did I suffer from sciatica; neither did it occur to me to 

tell them. At the end of an hour or so they passed me A1. 

The oral examinations followed in the same afternoon. Indeed it had proceeded while the 

doctors were examining me, the candidate going in before the committee, one by one. I had 

hardly got myself dressed after leaving the presence of the medical men before my name 

was called to appear before the July Committee, delightfully bedecked with bandages.  

Did the learned gentlemen have pity on me, I wonder? To be sure, they were very gentle 

with me. But one of the first things they pounced on was my book list. I knew I ought to have 

read more but I could not afford to buy books and my home library had nothing suitable.  

Although the local minister invited me to use his enormous library, he gave me little 

guidance, and anyway I was shy of asking or calling. Maybe my poor book list would be little 

detriment to a candidate; if it transpired that the student had made unusually good use of 

what little he had read. 

In the event I was questioned about many things and then the chairman of the committee, 

the dreaded though apparently benign Professor Brewis, said, “I notice there is a book on 

your list called ‘Path of Prayer’ by Samuel Chadwick. Tell me about it.” I gave him a brief 

summary of its contents, for it was the one book I knew from cover to cover. 

“The Path of Prayer, of course, is a very slight book. But you have little on your list to choose 

from, Mr Holme. So we’ll keep to the subject of prayer, I think.” His unbelievably squeaky 

voice was now rather terrifying. He paused, looked down at his notes, then lifted his head 

perhaps a little higher than was necessary and added, “Tell me, do you believe in prayer?” 

“I certainly do,” I declared. 
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“Good,” he went on ominously. “Now tell me. Would you pray for good weather?” I said I 

might if the need really called for it. A reply which brought what I interpreted to be, 

murmurs of approval.  

“Then tell me, Mr Holme,” he went on, shuffling himself where he sat like a cat about to 

spring. “If you prayed for good weather in a perfectly good cause, and God gave you pouring 

rain, what would you say to that, eh?” 

My answer came without pause and full of confidence. Had we not discussed this same 

problem time and time again in the Mission Band at Millom? “I’d say, Sir that God knows a 

great deal better what He’s about than I do!” The whole committee chuckled and nodded 

encouragement. Soon after, I had picked up my repaired motorbike and was on my way 

home. 

The annual Methodist Conference met a few days later. It was this conference which would 

decide how many of the one hundred and sixty or so men not so far rejected should finally 

be considered accepted. Hardly more than third of these could expect to get through, for it 

was the year of Methodist Union when, with the elimination of many churches, a reduction 

in the number of active ministers was likely to be made. 

About two and half weeks later, just before I went on trek, a letter came direct from the 

Conference. I caught my breath and ran up to my bedroom with it. I could not bear to open 

it, yet could not wait to know. Most of all, I could not have endured my mother watching my 

features and prejudging my thoughts, if I read it, only to find I had been rejected, for so 

much depended on it. Had God called me? With trembling hands I tore at the envelope and 

took out the letter. I silently offered a prayer and read it. Then I walked slowly and 

uncertainly with the simple contents before my eyes, down stairs again. “I’m accepted, 

mum,” I said, feeling utterly exhausted...and utterly puzzled. For how could God essay to use 

so odd an individual! 
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CHAPTER13 

Having satisfied myself that I really had been accepted for the Methodist Ministry and 

gradually, over the next few days, got adjusted to having no more exams facing me for a 

while, I began to unwind. I wrote to Cliff College to tell them the news and say that I hoped 

now to join the Trekkers when they passed through our town, offering to give them a 

welcome tug with their half-ton trek cart over the stubborn Pennines and into Wensleydale. 

When the time came, I donned my heavy working boots which I had last used when 

labouring at the pit top and got my sturdy bike to get me home when it came to leaving the 

team perhaps a hundred miles away. 

I fell into the routine easily, and pulled my weight with the others trailing the heavily laden 

cart over the weary hills with the expectation of covering twelve to eighteen miles a day. But 

one important piece of information had not been passed onto me. A change of policy had 

been adopted that year whereby the weight to be carried was lessened. More important 

that policy included the issue of lightweight walking shoes instead of hobnailed boots. 

Consequently the daily trek was increased and the pace considerably quickened. Fifteen to 

twenty miles a day was now commonplace! 

Flipping my hobnails in time with the rest of the team so blistered my toes that by the time I 

got the Pennines behind me I had lost the nails off both my big toes. The pain of walking in 

rhythm with the others was excruciating, but I forced myself to keep up with them, refusing 

to take to my bike, which was being enjoyed by the frailer of my fellow trekkers. 

It was no trouble sleeping on chapel floors, but the ceaseless programme, day after day, 

taxed my strength, as it did all of us. It was a case of arrive Saturday teatime; after tea an 

early prayer meeting in the church after having paraded the streets and perhaps entertained 

the children with fun and singing; dealing with questions and enquirers up to supper time; 

and the next day, up at six or seven according to the day’s requirement; wash in the chapel 

kitchen; private devotions and preparations; consuming a plain breakfast provided by church 

members; and after packing a trek-cart, getting off for a long tramp. When it came to the 

weekend, arriving on the Saturday, perhaps about teatime: a quick meal and freshen up, and 

the same old programme. Or arriving Friday night: up at seven next morning; after breakfast, 

a round of visiting in town or village; perhaps a morning service; in the afternoon open air 

meetings plus a children’s service, then march round the streets singing and advertising 

future activities before tea; after tea an early evening prayer meeting with service to follow; 

then an all-comers get-together with snack supper, taking us till perhaps eleven o’clock; 

finally to drop into bed on the chapel floor to recuperate in time for the service packed 

Sunday programme the next day. On trekking days, of course, lunch was eaten along the 

roadside. Although every day was hard, the men almost without exception remained healthy 

and kept in the best spirits. The itinerary had been painstakingly worked out and churches 

carefully primed months in advance and, of course, it was rare for anything to go far awry. 

I joined the Trek again the following year, this time meeting them at Newcastle and walking 

with them the length of Durham to Yarm. The first weekend, however, we conducted a 

mission in the Teams Valley in Gateshead
133

. The weather was unusually hot, unbearable 
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almost, and our quarters were at the top of what was apparently a semi-permanent 

building. At any rate, the roof was so badly insulated that the sun seemed to blaze right 

through. We just could not sleep at night, and in consequence wanted to sleep all day. The 

afternoon prayer meetings were in a small marquee, although the walls were rolled up at 

either end, there seemed to be no air at all. 

I remember how the time dragged on dreamily. One and another of us would rise and offer 

a prayer, mostly members of the team, sometimes people from the local churches, but there 

was no life in the process. Then there followed a long, long period when nothing happened 

at all. I had no doubt that some dozed a little. It must surely be time to close soon. Surely 

our leader, sitting so devotedly with his head in his hands, would shortly draw the meeting 

to an end. But he did not move. He could not have fallen asleep, could he? Not the leader of 

the meeting! One of the trekkers stirred in his seat. I looked up again and saw that he was 

rather concerned. He stood a little unsteadily I thought and steered himself up the aisle, 

climbed the steps to the platform and placed his hand on the leader’s shoulder, who woke 

with a start not even knowing where he was. I tell you, we were glad when that mission was 

over, brief as it was, and despite our weariness could pack our things and move out on the 

open road and find some air again. 

We travelled to Seaham and Easington, speaking in the open air along the sea fronts. But the 

day before we were to leave Durham behind and I was to leave the trekkers, I got the idea 

that it would be a pity to part from them without giving them something to talk about. It 

could hardly have been a divine inspiration. Let us say 

that it came from the devil in me. 

 Yarm they said, was an ancient town, and had an 

ancient Methodist Church, one that John Wesley
134

 

himself had preached at from time to time. 

Hexagonal. It ought to have a ghost, I thought. 

Maybe there was a story of a ghost associated with the 

building. At any rate there will be. That was the idea I 

played with. 

All along the way I thought of it. And in case I found it 

feasible when we got there I introduced the 

questions of ghosts for discussion as we went. The 

conversation became quite lively, helped on by me. Some I found believed in ghosts, some 

did not. But having got them going, I left them to it, for I must not appear to be promoting 

the subject unduly. After a while another topic supplanted it, but by then the seed was 

sown. 

When we got over the county boundary and into Yarm, I found it all to my desire. The main 

street as we entered was eighty yards wide at a guess, one of those where a market might 

be held on a Saturday. And the Methodist Church was a darling. It turned out to be 

octagonal, with ancient pews, and having a graveyard round it.  

                                                           

134 Yarm Methodist Church is a Methodist church in the town of Yarm in the borough of Stockton-on-Tees. It is of an unusual design, being 

octagonal in shape. Built in 1763, John Wesley declared it to be his favourite chapel and was a regular preacher there.
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Perfect! I sought a spare moment to cross the 

road to the chemist, on the pretence of buying 

something for my journey next day. There I 

bought two ounces of mentholated spirits and a 

box of matches and darted back again. 

I had already explored the chapel and had found a 

kitchen drawer with tablecloths in it.  I selected 

one, suitable for a six foot trestle top. I had no 

difficulty finding an old brass vase which I would require, also a 

cellar of salt and finally, in the dustbin a small tin lid. It was too late when I discovered that I 

should have sought out another lid to smother the flame I would start. 

The idea was to wear the tablecloth and to carry the vase. As to the other items, I had 

recalled an experiment which Dan and I had tried out several years before.  He had read of a 

way to produce a ghostly light by suspending common salt in a flame. It had worked 

beautifully. 

Having secured all I would need without being noticed, I next selected a suitable place for 

my bed in the chapel. There were two doors from the chapel to the kitchen which lay behind 

the wall nearest the pulpit and I decided to enter by the left door, proceed down one aisle, 

round the far end of the octagon and back up the other. 

But there was one snag. The parade would lack lustre, or indeed purpose, unless all the 

spectators could be awakened to enjoy the spectacle. Some means must be found to ensure 

that none remained asleep. Was I to howl? Perhaps two spoons used as knackers would be 

sufficient. I returned to the kitchen to see what I could find. Then my eye alighted on a rope 

which came down the kitchen wall from the ceiling and was secured to a cleat. I went over 

and pulled on it, not knowing what it would do, and I could hear something move, away up 

out of sight. When I suddenly let go a very heavy thud resulted. It was clear that the rope 

operated a heavy ventilating door in the roof of the chapel, and would sound even louder in 

there. What could be better? 

I placed my blanket and personal kit in the aisle close to the right hand door and after 

supper gathered together my various items- the tablecloth placed handy in an empty 

cupboard in the kitchen, together with the vase, salt, matches, spirits and tin lid. We were 

very tired as usual. And when we have observed a short period of private devotions, the 

lights were put out, gas of course, and we lay down to sleep. 

But I must keep awake. I think it was ten o’clock when we had settled down. I listened for 

each one to breathe heavily, and then waited until midnight.  All eleven others were 

obviously asleep. I sat up. Carefully threw back my blanket so that I could quickly get into it 

again and stealthily let myself into the kitchen through the nearby door, closing it after me. 

The moon shone brightly on the tombstones and through the window. There was no need 

for a light.  

In five minutes I had a white tablecloth about my head and pinned under my chin, and was 

satisfied that it came down almost to the floor. I placed the tin lid inside the widening top of 

the brass vase and emptied into the contents of the salt cellar. It remained only to pour the 

mentholated spirits on it and apply a match. 

Yarm Methodist Church 
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The flame rose full five inches and lit my way to a mirror on the piano top in a corner of the 

kitchen. Truly the light blanched my skin, apparently draining every drop of blood from my 

face, and giving me a most sepulchral look, really very satisfying. Now for the rope. Just 

three strong pulls, letting it go freely through my fingers each time. In the dead of night the 

noise was frightening. I made for the door and let myself through before the sound could 

echo into stillness. My mouth was closed, but the jaw was pulled away down and the tongue 

stuck up into the upper lip, giving my face the appearance of being quite half as long again. 

And with a slight moan, no more was needed for every man in his bed was sat up staring; I 

stalked slowly along my predestined track, down the first aisle, across the end and back up 

the other, towards my blanket. 

I heard the leader’s voice cry out: “Who’s that? Answer, whoever you are!”  

 I continued walking, not varying my step in the least, and was almost at my bed when the 

leader’s boot whizzed past my ear. My, that was a near thing, I thought, and blew frantically 

at the flame! That flame was now fully eight inches high and the tin lid red hot. What if the 

flame would not blow out?  I filled my lungs and blew a blast such as I had never blown 

before nor ever have again, and the fearful flame had gone. We were in black darkness. I 

was by the door. I flopped to the floor, stood the hot vase under my knees and drew up the 

blanket over me, hoping that nothing would set on fire. 

By this time several men were flashing torches, and the leader of the trek was coming my 

way.  He called for the gas to be lit as he lurched across the church striding over the pews. A 

match was struck with shaky fingers, and mantles were being lit in three places. The leader 

was gazing this way and that. He turned and stared at me with worried concentration, then 

came near and flashed the torch which he still held full in my face. 

“I thought it must be you, “he said, “but I see it wasn’t. Whoever it was had paint on his 

face, and he’ll not get off in a hurry. Bluey white paint!” ,he examined the others. No paint. 

The tension went, and everybody began to speak at once. “He vanished just here,” said my 

neighbour from his bed, “vanished into thin air! It can’t be any of us. And I could swear that 

the door never opened. I believe it went right through it, whatever it was.” 

“There’s a smell of spirits,”said another, “like mentholated spirits.” 

Most were inattentive at prayers that morning. And we were still buzzing with excitement 

about the strange incident, over breakfast, and all relating our own versions of the story to 

the women of the church who were kindly waiting on us. They believed that there had been 

of a ghost about the graveyard a generation or so ago, but as no one had slept the night in 

the church before, no report of an appearance there had ever been heard of. Apparently 

during the day the thing rested quietly in the environs of the building. 

It was now time for me to leave the brethren and should not think that the ghost has been 

seen inside the church from that day to this. It is certain that the appearance remained a 

mystery. But about sixteen years later I came upon that trek leader again. He had become a 

Methodist minister and had served abroad. Then, when on furlough he visited the church 

where I lived. I took the opportunity, for old time’s sake, to invite home for tea. 

“Yes, we were on trek together,” he said, “you joined us at Newcastle.” 
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“That’s right,” I replied, “and I left at Yarm , you remember?” 

“So you did. It was a good trek, and I’d like to thank you again for the support and help you 

gave us, both in the Teams Valley and on route.” 

“Do you remember the ghost that night in the chapel at Yarm?” I asked.  

“Indeed yes,” he admitted. “Strange affair that.” 

“I suppose you never found out who did it? That is if it was really a prank?” I said, by way of 

prodding a comment.” 

“I have kept an open mind myself. When I watched it moving, I thought it was a prank. When 

I saw its face, I thought it might be something more. Then I doubted again, for it occurred to 

me that the unearthly pallor could be some kind of luminous paint.” 

“But if it was a practical joke,” I interrupted, “how did the perpetrator escape? The door did 

not open. I was next to it.” 

“I satisfied myself that the door had not opened and that made me think that it must have 

been one of our own men. In fact, I thought it was you, my friend. Not that I could believe it 

of you,” he hastily added. 

“I’m glad you thought so well of me,” I commented. 

“But I knew that if it had been you, or one of the others, the luminous paint would clearly 

have been seen on the face. It could not have been removed satisfactorily, even in half an 

hour.” 

“I agree with you there,” I said seriously. 

He continued: “I did not believe in ghosts. But actually I keep an open mind on the subject, 

especially after that.” 

I was enjoying this little sequel to the great event. But, well, I could not leave the brother in 

a state of being uncertain whether he could longer believe in ghosts, could I. So I said “Do 

you ever hear confessions?”  He gave me a sharp look. “Because I feel I have to tell you, 

sadly, that I was that ghost.”  

There came his enquiry as to exactly how I had accomplished it, and I had much pleasure 

unfolding my prowess for his understanding. I am glad to say that he was very decent about 

it. 

But that entire story about a later trek has been a fearful digression and I must return to the 

time of my leaving that first trek, although my departure was not made with such a flourish. 

When we had passed through Leyburn and Bedale, the team turned north. And before the 

day ended I parted from them, they continuing to Richmond and Newcastle, I making south 

along the A1 for Catterick, where my brother was storekeeper in the army camp. He used his 
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influence to get a ‘doorstep’ sandwich from the canteen for my supper, then smuggled me 

into the stores for a night’s doss down.  

In fact it was not so much a doss-down as a doss-up, for I had to climb a stack of mattresses 

twelve feet high and sleep on top. “Woe betide you, my lad, if you have a nightmare after 

that sandwich and start sleep walking and fall off.” All around me were the paraphernalia of 

the soldiers’ accoutrements. But that did not in any way prevent me from plugging into 

sleep the moment my head touched the solid mattress. It was the softest sleep I had 

enjoyed since I had started on trek, for bare boards are not hospitable. When sleeping on 

chapel floors, some of the men would be found taking a walk around in the early hours, and 

if challenged might explain their disturbing activity by declaring they had only got up for a 

rest. 

Next morning Dan brought me another slightly contraband confection from the canteen, 

namely a mug of tea and a hot sausage, to set me on my way, after which I began my long 

drag up the dale, down through Sedburgh and home again. But I had often done that 

journey to see Dan at Catterick, and later, when he married, at Bedale and Northallerton, at 

all times of the year and day and night, not to mention all kinds of weather. Once I caught 

myself swaying into a hedge in the night, overcome with sleep, when I traversed the tops of 

Wensleydale. And though it blew a gale, which carried specks of snow, I turned into a field 

and slept in my cape and leggings till early next day. 

But I have digressed. I must finally return to that momentous day when the letter arrived 

telling me that I had been accepted for the ministry. Dad was just leaving the breakfast table 

when it came. Having opened the envelope in my bedroom and hastily absorbed the 

contents, I ran down to the living room to spill the news. 

“I knew you’d be accepted,” dad averred without much truth. “Our Eddie can do anything. 

Could be anything. He’s a winner!” So he expressed his elation in gross hyperbole, while 

mother stood at the sink, dried her hands in her apron, and gently smiled at me. Then when 

dad had gone out to work, “I’m so pleased, Eddie,” she quietly confided with tears in her 

eyes. 

I was inwardly highly excited, but strove grimly not to show it more than I could help. The 

truth was I did not know what I ought to say, or what I must do.  I could not remain very 

much longer without bursting out into a Cliff College chorus or something, and I should have 

hated to have revealed my feelings so much. So, “I’ll just slip out and up the street for a 

walk, mum,” I said. “I’ll not be long.” 

I stepped out of the door and began singing and whistling as I went, whenever it was clear 

that no one was about to observe me. First I must tell John. “I’ve passed for the ministry,” I 

declared. “I go into college in a few weeks’ time. Hartley College
135

. One of the first 

Wesleyans to go to Hartley,” I said. 

                                                           

135 The Manchester Theological College admitted its first students in July 1881. The College's early years were marred by severe financial 

difficulties, but by the beginning of the 20th century, under the direction of the Principal, Dr Arthur Samuel Peake, 105 students were being 

trained at the College for the Primitive Methodist Ministry.  
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“I knew you would,” he replied, obviously pleased.  But I pursued: “Now this means John, 

that you will candidate next year. Doesn’t it?” John refused to lift his eyes and made no 

answer. “But you promised John. You promised. If I passed this year, you said, you would 

certainly take the exams next time.” 

“We’ll see,” he said without animation. 

I was hurt, very hurt, though not so very surprised. But John could be stubborn. He was 

noted for it. There was no use arguing with him then. He might feel different about it later. I 

must wait and see. I would take another opportunity to broach him on the subject 

sometime.   

But John never did candidate for the ministry. In a few months he had married Marjory. And 

a year or two later he had died! 

On leaving John’s house I stalked off towards the ‘Banking’ as we called it. That is the 

embankment, our elevated footpath which provided protection from the tides up the side of 

the Duddon estuary. It was usually desolate of people early in the day, and I could gather my 

thoughts and form what plans were appropriate to the new situation in which I now found 

myself. John could do what he liked. Nothing could stop me now, unless I could not make 

the grade by the time it came to ordination. I would never be rich, but neither was I likely to 

be unemployed again all my life through. How I was going to see myself through college 

without money for clothing and books was difficult to see. But I would be somebody. I would 

have a career at last. It would take all I’d got. It would take prayer. It was bound to involve 

sacrifices. 

Then a cold thought struck me, one which has occasionally nagged me these past several 

months. Doris! Yes, what was to be done about Doris?  She had by now come to mean so 

much to me. I might lose her. Lose her forever. Could I really face that? 

 It was not that there was any fault in her. She was not in any way out of sympathy with 

what I was doing, quite the contrary. It was that inflexible and, it seemed to me, heartless 

rule of the Methodist Conference. The rule lay down that no candidate accepted for ministry 

would be allowed to marry until ordination. And ordination shall not normally take place 

until seven years after acceptance! Now as I thought of this again it suddenly grew to 

outrageous proportions. It was a monstrous rule! True we were not engaged, not officially 

any way. But I truly believed that it was possible we might have been married almost 

immediately if circumstances had allowed, perhaps especially if I were to be a minister. She 

was all for it. 

But Methodism was adamant. Its reasoning was clear and definite. The cares of married life 

and the running of a household, with the possibility of children, were deemed too heavy for 

a man who was still in training. And since no wages were paid throughout the three years he 

                                                                                                                                                                      

In 1906 the College was renamed after the industrialist Sir William Hartley, and in 1934 Hartley College amalgamated with the nearby Victoria 

Park College to form the Hartley Victoria College. In 1972 the decision was taken to close Hartley Victoria, but the College survived and continues 

to operate on a smaller scale in premises shared with the Baptist Church.  
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would be obliged to be in college, and barely sufficient for just him to live on during the 

further four years of probation, it would be almost impossible for most, and certainly for me, 

to keep a wife. 

Within Methodism, theological students called it “Serving  seven years for Rachel”, the 

reference being to the bitter experience of Jacob who had run away from home to his Uncle 

Laban, a shepherd. Falling in love with his cousin Rachel and no financial backing meant that 

he should serve for seven years before being given her hand in marriage. In the story, Jacob 

cheated his uncle out of sheep, so perhaps we cannot blame the old man, if he suspected 

deceit, for getting his own back by , making his nephew take to wife another daughter he did 

not want and wait a further seven years for his beloved. The hopeful Methodist Minister in 

training could be made to wait longer too, if he failed to give satisfaction in his progress! 

Here I was, facing a seven year wait for Doris, and she for me, after we had already waited 

two years, if my own intentions were anything to go by, before ever the period began. And 

could I be sure that I would feel the same about her in seven years time? Could she be sure 

of her own feelings about me? I knew that men can change a lot in their college years. The 

young theological student could meet a good many eligible young ladies. He was likely to be 

out preaching many Sundays in the year and be often entertained in the homes of church 

members with their pretty daughters whose mothers had hopes for their future. And in the 

years which followed, during ‘Probation’, they would often be in close personal touch with 

people of his own age, in consultation, through pastoral ministry giving advice. Not for 

nothing were the young ladies of a church, which had a bachelor for its minister, called the 

‘band of hope’. 

It would pay me to go and see Doris without delay and have a very frank talk with her about 

all this. Perhaps it would be better, in view of all the years of waiting, to call off our 

association, although I certainly would not wish it. But first I must clear my own thinking on 

the question of my acceptance for the ministry. After all the preparation, all the agony, 

could I possibly turn it down at this advanced stage? Had I not said, within my heart and also 

in public, that if I was accepted I would take this as a sign that God really had called me?  Oh 

no, I could not go back on that undertaking. I must now believe that God really has called 

me. At whatever cost I must go forward. 

I quickened my pace again, making for the loneliness of the Duddon embankment, now a 

few hundred yards away, under the railway bridge and onto the path. How beautiful the 

estuary looked! How serene the encircling hills! “His ways past finding out”. After the long 

and arduous months the struggle and hardship and doubting, there was light at last. “And so 

the shadows fall apart, and so the west winds play, and all the windows of my heart I open 

to the day”, said John Greenleaf Whittier half a century earlier. 

But if it were good that one should be entering college to prepare to be a Methodist 

Minister, how could it happen to me? I stopped in my tracks. Yes, how could it? I felt that I 

must have flushed from head to foot. I felt suddenly awed, harrowed even. And next minute, 

depression set in. For the dreadful thought struck me that I could only have been accepted 

because people had misjudged me and had I led them astray? 

I must have presented myself so as to lead them to think that I was better than I really was. 

Oh, yes I must be the world’s rottenest hypocrite. I had pretended to sanctity, a level of 

devotion and application which I had never possessed. Surely I was a trickster, with my old 
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showmanship and my old conjuring techniques.  My making it appear that the others were 

wrong, my ability to argue myself out of a tight corner; these were the realities behind the 

facade of Christian respectability.  I was undoubtedly a fraud! 

These people who had been so eager to support me, to support my candidature, knew 

nothing of what I was like. The things I had done, the crimes I had plotted, the dual 

personality under which I had struggled all my young life. I wanted to cry out: “When I would 

do good, evil is present with me...O wretched, man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the 

body of this death?” St. Paul wrote those words as an expression of his personal experience. 

What I was now feeling in my own weird way, he had felt so profoundly. 

The thought brought me to review the lives of whatever great Bible characters came to my 

mind. Abraham, who went down to Egypt and practised a mean and useless fraud on the 

Pharaoh by pretending his wife was his cousin, silly man! Yet he was called the “friend of 

God”, wasn’t he? 

Jacob, who first so despicably robbed his own brother of his sacred birthright and then his 

uncle of the produce, when he was put in charge of his flocks. Yet this is the man who above 

all others was selected by God to be the eponymous father of God’s chosen people. Then 

there was Joseph, the spoilt child who so provoked his brother  to jealousy that one of them 

ardently proposed to murder him, but whom God chose to save a nation in God’s name and 

bring deliverance to his people. 

And what about King David, my soliloquy pursued?  Did he not stealthily watch and 

concupiscently gloat over Bathsheba while she took a bath, as she believed, in private. Then 

David finding her figure and grace appetising, had the utter beastliness to send the young 

lady’s husband to certain death in a military engagement just so that he could make her his 

own wife? 

But cowardly Peter, doubting Thomas, the selfish and quarrelling sons of Boanerges, these 

were the men our Lord sent forth to declare his Holy Word.  “The weak things of this world 

to overcome the strong, the fool to confound the wise.” And, it would seem, the unholy to 

combat the world’s sin, after He Himself had inflicted its deathblow. “This is not I,” said Paul, 

after he became an apostle, having murdered many Christians. “It is Christ living in me.” And 

could God find something which he could trust even in me to do? 

So, laboriously, I worked a way round and back to a measure of peace as I walked, last 

finding some kind of reasoning to ‘let me off the hook’. Would God find something 

somewhere in His vast economy which I might do? Was this in His boundless providence, 

why I escaped the white hot ash of the slag ladles; why Clarence had not lain dead on the 

station when in a sudden rage I threw him over the edge; why I had not succumbed to the 

waves and current when my strength was failing in those stormy seas; and why the ministers 

in Synod and the professors in the July Committee had not been more ruthless with my 

candidature? 

But if this was all God’s mysterious providence, all this the result of His love rather than my 

deserts, all to satisfy a divine purpose, and perhaps even to fulfil a purpose for me in His 

goodness, “what manner of person” ought I to be “in all godliness”?  If I now adopted what I 

had so deliberately stepped into, I would have to be devoted to it. 
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This degree of resolution, following so slight examination of my attitudes, made me feel 

better. I heard the town clock strike twelve. Doris would be leaving the office in Market 

Square now. I must be there to meet her, and perhaps we would get it all straight. O Lord, 

don’t let it be that Doris won’t wait seven years. At least keep the issue open.  

I hurried and reached the Square just as she was descending the front steps of the office. 

“I’ve been accepted for the Ministry,” I blurted out. Then.  “But you know I’ve got seven 

years to wait before we can get married?” 

We were not a long time discussing the subject. We must hurry home lest our mothers 

would be wondering where we had got to. We had settled it, however; it was all right. We 

would wait. We’d see. God would lead and bless. 

When I got home I slipped unnoticed up to my little bedroom. I felt the need of prayer. Not 

that I ordinarily spent much time in prayer, but I knew that I was not at all prepared for 

ministry. For one thing I could see it was going to involve me in being quite a different kind 

of person. But also, I had found myself suddenly possessed of an outstanding blessing which 

I did not yet know how to handle it and I did know I had to thank God for it. The situation 

also clearly required that somehow I must find how I might succeed in dedicating myself to 

the splendid new project which God was setting before me; and learn how, in my gratitude, I 

might forever devote myself to the things well pleasing to God.  Really, thoughts like these 

were quite foreign to me. It might all sound very pious, but in the circumstances it was 

surely the only suitable response. 

It was not until after lunch that I went round to let my Aunt Louie know. “I knew you’d be 

accepted,” she declared, as though God had told her in advance. “We’ve both been praying 

for you, you know.” 

“You’ve done well, lad,” ventured Uncle Joe. He paused tentatively while he sucked his teeth 

and smoothed his ginger moustache back. Then, “You remember how you won the mile 

race, mate,” he said. “It was through running on and on till the race was finished, you told 

me. Well keep running, lad.”  This was perhaps the best sermon he had ever preached to 

one person. And with a chuckle he added, “I always thought one day you grin at us over a 

clerical collar.” 

“Clerical collar?” I gasped. “They may with a struggle manage to lick me into something like a 

Methodist Minister, but they’ll never get me to wear a clerical collar!” 

Yes they did- in the end. 

 


