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Note to reader: I have simplified these family trees for the purpose of identifying the people mentioned in the chapters. Dates before 1832 are generally those of baptism not birth.
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Two branches of the paternal line




HOSIER/HILL
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* = Worked in navy or dockyard or married into it
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Preface

I began this book because I realized I had no idea where my family came from. Of course I knew things about my parents, and some stories about my grandparents. But I knew very little, and what I did know was not part of a bigger picture. Our family history was especially truncated. My mother’s mother was an orphan; my mother’s father left his family behind when he joined the navy. The Smiths, my mother’s family, ten brothers and sisters, were a universe unto themselves; they had no roots, it seemed, except in the immediate past. On my father’s side, things were equally amputated: his mother died when he was four and nothing much was known about her. His family had then moved across Britain, and lost touch with any cousins or aunts and uncles, had they ever existed. My grandfather Light had died when I was still a baby. I had dabbled in checking births and marriages for my last book, when I researched the women who worked for the writer Virginia Woolf, and had begun an embryonic family tree for my father’s seventieth birthday. I hoped that a family history would bridge the gap between the official records and the felt loss of the person who had really lived, a man or woman who had once been known and cared for.

Everyone does family history nowadays. Genealogy used to belong only to the wealthy; once upon a time only they owned a past and laid claim to a history based on land and property. Now everyone who can use a computer or go to a local records office has a stake in the past. Since the 1970s, family history has boomed; it’s now the third most popular activity on the Internet in Britain after shopping and porn – and equally addictive, some would say. Once forbidding and hushed, Britain’s records offices have become welcoming, embracing family history. Once squeezed into the corners of town museums or town halls, or even, as in Pembrokeshire, taking up the corner of a castle, they have moved into large purpose-built archive centres; local and international societies are mushrooming; magazines and television programmes (like the BBC’s hugely successful Who Do You Think You Are?) give advice, and an endlessly proliferating variety of websites and software make it possible to turn any home computer into a public search room. What was formerly an eccentric hobby for a handful of antiquarians, or the territory of Burke’s Peerage and the Herald’s Office, is now ancestry.co.uk or findmypast.co.uk. Everyone feels entitled to trace their pedigree or sketch a family tree. But family detectives in search of lost ancestors need to be democrats: their forebears are far more likely to be dustmen than noblemen, labourers rather than landowners. At the beginning of the twentieth century about 85 per cent of the British could be deemed working class.

That, though, is not the point. Poverty homogenizes, whereas family history humanizes. Despite decades of ‘history from below’, and the immense popularity of historical novels, of rags-to-riches autobiographies, film, TV and heritage re-enactment, there are still few histories of the working poor and even fewer in which they have names and faces, and stories to tell. Family history can individualize what otherwise seems an anonymous crowd. And yet even that may not be what people are after. If they are not searching for a story to tell, a unique person who ‘bettered’ themselves or one who went to the dogs in a grand manner, most people, it seems, are looking for a place. They want to know where they ‘come from’, an origin. They want that plot of land which will give them a plot, a story of their lives. They want to feel connected, where formerly they felt cut off.

When I began investigating my family’s past I soon found I had little to go on. There was scant evidence of the lives of earlier generations. I had a handful of official certificates pertaining to our immediate family (though my parents’ birth certificates, like my own, were cheap replacements showing only place and date of birth), but almost no ‘ego-documents’, as historians now call them – letters, diaries, memoirs – which might give the flavour and attachments of a life. Nothing had survived: school reports, farm or shop accounts, passports, certificates from work or Sunday school, union or political party membership cards, character references, mortgage documents or deeds to land or graves, not even shopping lists or cheque stubs. Had such evidence ever existed? I did not know. The ancestors were silent, unattached, and also invisible. While I was growing up, I never saw wedding photographs of my grandparents on either side, no pictures of chubby Edwardian babies on leopard-skin rugs, no school or college photographs, studio portraits of budding beauties or earnest young men in uniform. There were no visits to family graves where a nineteenth-century epitaph or two might have sketched in an outline; no portraits hung on walls. Our own photo album stretched only as far back as army photographs of the 1940s, my father in shorts in Egypt. There were none of him as a child with his parents or siblings. My mother appeared briefly in button boots, but she too had no prehistory.

We were city creatures for at least a couple of generations, that much I knew. We rented Victorian terraced housing, like the vast majority of Britons. There was no family pile or seat to return to, an attic in a farm or manor house to investigate, where the relics of our past were stored. I was not going to be able to track my family through a treasury of biographical objects which might stand in for their lives. Nor were there heirlooms, if an heirloom, unlike a bequest, comes to you from those unknown in your lifetime, a sign of continuity and care, and, usually, of respectability. No family Bible with its litany of marriages and baptisms on the flyleaf; no oil paintings, objets d’art, silverware or porcelain, cultured pearls or diamond rings passed down through the generations; no grandfather clock or dresser, fur coat or fob-watch, nor the lace tablecloths or pillowcases of a trousseau, no christening robes or apostle spoons; not even a souvenir mug or trinket, a plate to mark Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee or a medal from a child’s sports day. No battered toys cherished from nursery days or books inscribed from doting relations. My parents began married life with a couple of relics from wartime. A scratchy grey-brown army blanket that did the rounds of our beds; and my father’s khaki, sausage-shaped kitbag, which served to take the washing to the new launderette in the fifties, my brother and sister, each clutching a leather loop, swinging me as I sat astride. Our hand-me-downs were not heirlooms to look forward to but cast-offs. Such ornaments as we acquired were modern, like the pottery Spanish donkey that graced our sitting-room mantelpiece. A holiday memento from a family friend, his panniers sometimes held a shilling or two for the electricity meter (forty years later I salvaged it when my parents moved, and now use it for paper clips).

Wherever my forebears had come from, they had travelled lightly through time, without baggage. Who had these travellers been? Was their lack of belongings a sign of deprivation or of mobility (or both)? Had they been desperate or enterprising, both or neither? The paucity of letters and papers suggested little schooling, but an absence is not a proof. Any treasures that my mother’s mother had inherited might have gone in the Blitz of 1941 when their house was bombed. What did a lack of belongings mean? Were belongings and belonging related? I knew, or thought I did, that they had been poor, these working people from the past, but who were ‘the poor’? And why had they been poor? Every historian, like every biographer, wonders how much is chance, how much is choice, how much people’s lives are shaped and limited by forces far bigger than themselves.

*

I did not know what I would find when I started digging into the past behind the figures of my four grandparents. This book follows that archaeology. It begins with the woman I knew least about and who had died longest ago, Evelyn Whitlock, my father’s mother, and with my search for her grave; it ends with my mother’s mother, Lilian Heffren, who was a part of my childhood, and with a return to my home town where she had also grown up. Each pair of grandparents is necessarily linked together and, as each section of the book became the back-history to a grandparent’s life, each was framed by a sense of what I could remember of my relation to them, or what I knew about them from my parents. This grounding in time allowed me to take the leap into the past and gave me a place to go back to. I also hoped that my speaking voice would anchor the reader as we moved through time. Family history is a special form of group biography since the writer is ineluctably one of the group. But this was not to be a memoir of my own life, nor of my parents’ – that would be another story.

Some part of me assumed that I would find an ancestral village or home, but what I immediately learnt was that my ancestors had long been on the move: servants, sailors, watermen, farm carters, for instance, and artisans in the building trade. My grandmother Evelyn’s grave opened up a road for me, taking me into the territory that historians call ‘the Industrial Revolution’, a world made by rural migrants who had come from all over Britain and beyond. My father’s forebears, the Lights, chose to leave their Wiltshire village, in deepest England, to work in a growing city, and my mother’s antecedents had crossed both land and sea to arrive finally in Portsmouth, the premier naval base on the south coast. Their nineteenth century had been one of motion: Britain’s industries, and the navy which was the mainstay of its empire, needed the migrants who had left home and hearth to create the nation’s wealth. But those who left had different stories to tell. As I learnt to ‘do’ family history, first as an armchair traveller on the Internet, and then in the regional history centres scattered across the country where the older records are kept, I found myself making a series of actual journeys across county boundaries, mimicking in a small way the journeys my forebears had made to find work. I was getting to know different localities in Britain, mainly across the south of England, and realizing too that family history, with its spiralling lists of names, can be very claustrophobic. I decided to ventilate the stories I was telling with some reflection on the process, now and then, just to let the texture breathe a little, and to capture, if I could, something of the emotional see-saw which accompanies archive visits and historical discoveries.

My first instinct in writing Common People was to find the people who had been missing from my past. I wanted not so much to rescue them from ‘the condescension of posterity’ – Edward Thompson’s marvellous phrase in The Making of the English Working Class (1963) – but from sheer oblivion. The word ‘common’ has a long history in English, but my choice of Common People, not The Common People, for a title was deliberate. I did not want to heroize the working people I wrote about, nor treat them as a collective noun. Nor did I want to avoid the derogatory overtones associated with the word, of the sort I frequently heard in my girlhood: ‘It’s common to eat in the street,’ I was told, or ‘Pierced ears are common’ – meaning, not that everyone could be seen sandwich in hand, or that ear-piercing was now all the rage, but that it was lower class, and all the worse for that. Class consciousness of this kind is a way of policing each other but also of generating who we are, and its effects go deep. In Great Expectations (1860), that painful anatomy of becoming a snob, Charles Dickens has his anti-hero, Pip, discover he is just a ‘common labouring boy’ when he visits the home of Miss Havisham and is taunted by her proud niece, Estella. Squirming with shame and misery from this ‘smart without a name’, he is reduced to kicking a wall and twisting his hair, as he swallows down his tears. But Dickens – as ever – is an acute psychologist. When Pip goes home to the blacksmith’s forge, he tells his expectant relations the most tremendous lies about the superior lives he has encountered, inflating them and puffing himself up by proxy. Nothing stays the same after this exposure to the judgement of others; he remains forever insecure and unsettled. Every family has its tall stories – the inheritance that mysteriously disappeared, the wealthy connections lost to time, the exploits exaggerated or invented. I wanted to take seriously the family legends and romances I heard as a child and ponder their psychological truth. Such fabrications seem to be – as Dickens knew – at the heart of class feelings, part and parcel of a divided society.

The people in this book are nearly all nineteenth-century people. Like many others who are moved to write their life stories, James Dawson Burn, in his Autobiography of a Beggar Boy, published in 1855, used writing to secure a sense of who he was. Often he felt ‘like a feather on the stream … continually whirled along from one eddy to another’, adding that ‘amid the universal transformations of things in the moral and physical world, my own condition has been like a dissolving view, and I have been so tossed in the rough blanket of fate, that my identity, if at any time a reality, must have been one which few could venture to swear to’. But there is a wider, historical dimension to Burn’s feelings of being adrift and rudderless. The period of ‘universal transformations’ he refers to was the making of Britain as the first industrial nation, which depended on a migrant workforce vulnerable to the vagaries of the market, economic depression and boom, and the rise and fall of wages. Versions of Burn’s story are now retold across the globe, and although the stories I tell here are very British, I hope they resonate with those of others who start from elsewhere and whose home turf is very different.

*

Ancestor worship is common to all human cultures and as old as the hills. Those existential questions – ‘Where do I come from and what has shaped me?’ – are hardly recent. People have always wondered whom they ‘take after’ and what they have inherited from their forebears – the tendency to melancholy as well as the receding hairline – and what room they have to make something of themselves. Like all historians, family historians are resurrectionists, repopulating the past, trying to put flesh to bones and bring past eras to life. But they are also salvagers. More than any others, perhaps, they are motivated by the search for lost objects. If family history is for some an extended mourning, they hope to recover and reuse the past, which otherwise seems like wreckage. The central moral or ethical questions of historical inquiry are unavoidable and immediate in family history: why does the past matter? How much and what do we owe the dead? I returned in my mind many times, while writing this book, to a line from the great Russian lyric poet Joseph Brodsky: ‘What’s the point of forgetting/ if it ends in dying?’

Professional historians have generally given family history short shrift. It’s ‘history lite’ or ‘comfort-zone history’; solipsistic and myopic. Its practitioners, critics say, are only interested in themselves. The family history we choose to write, the past we believe in, is always a selection of stories from the many at our disposal in the past. Family history individualizes but it can also privatize, make us feel more singular. I have wanted to resist that way of ‘finding my past’; to pay my respects but to look for wider perspectives on what too easily is seen as a chapter of accidents, hapless human tragedy in the lives of those struggling to find decent housing and steady work. I have no doubt that some of my ancestors were vicious, stupid and cruel. I wouldn’t have liked them much if I had met them. But why were their lives so hard and what were their ‘options’, if they had them? Family history worth its salt asks these big questions about economic forces, political decisions, local government, urban history, social policy, as well as the character of individuals and the fate of their families. It moves us from a sense of the past to an idea of history, where we are no longer its centre, and where arguments must be had. It entails loss too, not least in seeing ourselves as representative, rather than simply unique.

‘Doing’ family history has flourished in Britain at just the time when mobility is the norm, when fewer families live within a stone’s throw of each other, when fewer families actually live as families. Discovering shared family members from the past also creates links between the living, though usually at a distance, and I met many remote relations online with whom I had a forebear in common. Long-lost ancestors can, of course, be infinitely preferable to the families in which we live: grander or more victimized, apparently more interesting, more appealing, morally more worthy. ‘We all have half a dozen possible ancestries to choose from, and fantasy and projections can furnish us with a dozen more,’ the historian Raphael Samuel wrote in Island Stories (1998), wondering if people turn to make-believe identities in the past because they can no longer find a home for their ideal selves in the future. Family history might be a sign of the morbidity of our culture, the frantic search for origins a measure of the deathliness of a post-industrial society where museums open every week. Or is it rather a sign of the vitality of the historical imagination, evidence of the huge appetite and curiosity about past lives that flourishes well beyond the purlieus of the university?

At its best, as I suggest in this book, family history is a trespasser, disregarding the boundaries between local and national, private and public, and ignoring the hedges around fields of academic study; taking us by surprise into unknown worlds. None of that makes it automatically democratic or radical in outlook. It can be profoundly conservative, upholding the idea that blood must always be thicker than the more fluid bonds of a civil society where strangers work out how to live together. It has its own preferred versions of the national past and its often unspoken assumptions about who belongs there. Like all history, family history, once it is more than a list of names and family trees, is never neutral in what it wants to say about the past. This, of course, makes it more interesting as well as politically volatile.

As I have written this book, many questions have weighed on my mind but one more than any other: why do we need these stories of people we can never know? What is it we are after and why do we so regret not talking (or not listening) to our elders when they were alive? Partly, of course, it is about ourselves, about our need to make reparation to the dead, to apologize to them for not realizing that they too had lives like ourselves – fallible, well intentioned, incomplete – and to understand how mistakes were made that resulted in our lives; how much was accident, how much choice. We think we are asking to be forgiven, but perhaps we want to offer forgiveness too, to see our parents as children again, full of possible futures, not yet thwarted or humdrum. But how much historical freight is enough and how much weighs us down? As culture becomes more ‘globalized’, and migration becomes the norm, as more of us than ever live in cities, what do we want from those stories which both anchor us and tie us down, evoking lost ancestral places to which we can never return? Can there be a family history for a floating world?
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Prologue

A Child’s Sense of the Past

When I recall how I first knew about the past, I hear a medley of grown-up voices telling stories, weaving in and out, like the soundtrack to some lost film, until one or other suddenly breaks through the hubbub to regale the audience, and the cacophony subsides into a chorus of ‘Well, of all the …’ or ‘Some people, I ask you!’, or ‘Hang on a minute, and another thing …’, on and on, each vying for their turn like soloists in an unending improvisation. (Another fainter noise is heard in the background: the clatter of trays and teaspoons, cups settling in their saucers.) Stories weren’t so much told as staged. My mother, for instance, eyebrows raised, would mimic accents or strike attitudes, her hands slicing the air for punctuation, gesticulating for effect. Timing had to be nicely judged, since the aim was to embroider a tale without making too much of a palaver. The point of a good story was in how you told it. But the past, when I first heard of it, had no dates. There was ‘when you were just a toddler’ or ‘not even a twinkle in your father’s eye’ or ‘when your dad’s dad was alive’. Time was measured in people, by their length and breadth, as it were, like hands for a horse, a physical spanning in which the listener’s size was also gauged. (Recently, asking my mother which year my father’s father died, she thought and said, ‘That was when you were still in the pram, sitting up,’ calculating my age at the time.) Time flew backwards in generations, like a kite, leaving you a tiny figure, holding on, tethered. 

The past was an enormous, seamless stretch without horizon, as daunting as Southsea Common on our Sunday promenade, all that grass, reaching from the main road across to the beach, much too far for a small child to manage. Portsmouth, the city where we lived, was saturated with the past, but the different stories about different times had been plunged into one big wash in my mind, swirling round indiscriminately. The sailor biting on his rum-soaked handkerchief as the surgeon hacked off his leg with a handsaw (as told on a trip to Nelson’s Victory in the local dockyard) was as recent, and as remote, to me as the bedbugs which my mother said she used to pick off her bedroom wall with a bar of soap or singe off with a candle when she was a kid. One of the terrifying  ‘dares’ of a Saturday morning, when I was being minded by my brother and sister, was edging our way across the glass-strewn windowsills of a bombed-out house; yet my sense of that war was confused with the litany of names on the stone anchors and obelisks along the seafront: Trafalgar, Alma, Aboukir, and on the white bulk of the cenotaph listing the dead of both wars. My father’s stories of close shaves during the Blitz – his mates sneaking to the better seats at the Prince’s when the lights went down while those who stayed in the front stalls were blown to smithereens – mingled with what he told me on family outings, bluebelling or ‘wooding’ high up on Portsdown Hill, overlooking the town. There were the forts out at sea, shimmering in the distance, and here was Fort Widley, nearby on the Hill – all of them ‘Palmerston’s Follies’, erected as a bulwark against a French invasion. I had no idea who – or when – Palmerston was.

Before I went to the grammar school I played in the street and made up my own stories for my gang of friends to enact, tales from the past which were added to our store of dressing-up clothes, as we cut off each other’s heads or escaped from concentration camps. We raided the past like a props department to supply us with imaginary sets, borrowing from whatever we had seen at the Gaumont Picture Club on a Saturday morning – Kenneth More in Reach for the Sky or Virginia McKenna as Violette Szabo in Carve Her Name with Pride furnished a few wartime scenarios, I remember – and the BBC children’s serials at Sunday teatime, Kenilworth and The Three Musketeers also come to mind. When Doctor Who came on the television, I loved the idea of time-travelling, the Doctor collecting companions by chance from the centuries: the wild, kilted Jamie from the killing fields of Culloden and Victoria, a prissy, crinolined miss from her stuffy, upholstered home. This was the past of outings and trips, to be dropped in on, like a series of wishes granted by the genie; they were spots of time without causation or consequence. 

When I began to borrow books from the Carnegie Public Library on Fratton Road I revelled in a more, not less, porous present into which I could expand. My mother, who was the reader in the family at that time, never touched non-fiction and neither did I. The Arabian Nights, Grimm and Andersen, fairy tales and the myths of ancient Greece and Rome, took up where my weekly comics or Children’s Hour on TV, peopled by talking animals and toys, left off. Here was another shape-changing world in which a person became a star or a flower, or at worst a spider. I loved to be transported: ‘Up the wooden hill to the Land of Nod,’ I’d repeat, holding on to the banister, as I went upstairs to bed. 

A child’s world is perhaps always amorphous, searching for shapes to contain it, drifting between parallel universes, overlapping with, but not matching, where the adults live, full of multiple, shifting dimensions, more like a kaleidoscope of patterns than a stable view. This inner world is protean, can make infinite space of a nutshell; its walls are thin and airy, yet they can also stretch and insulate. This is the boundlessness of boredom, of fear and of play; the place where the child is perhaps most itself and most inaccessible, and where even at the bleakest of times, when all the colour is drained and the walls begin to buckle rather than bend, something which is isolated is also preserved. If this world exists in time then it is the time of dream and nightmare, of fugue rather than narrative. The past may be part of its material, its stuff for a burgeoning ego, for the reverie and wool-gathering which makes up the fabric of a self. Historical thinking, perhaps, involves separation, distinction and discrimination, a boundary, however temporary, between the self and others. 

When I was small I liked to stretch my hand behind the wardrobe in my brother’s bedroom. I discovered there a gas tap from the days when we lived upstairs in three rooms and this was our kitchen. I couldn’t remember those times, but that tap was evidence, cold and decisive, and I liked to touch it. It was a part of history, an anchor, where personal experience, as relayed to me by the adults, remained vague and misty. Their past was not real to me, or rather it was as real as all the other make-believe in my life. I knew from an early age that my grandmother had been an orphan, dumped in the local institution with her baby brother, and shunted into domestic service as a teenager. I don’t think I was at all harrowed by the stories of getting up at five to skivvy, carrying cans of water, ‘blacking the ranges’ (whatever they were). I found it thrilling, as fabulous and glamorous as Cinderella covered in ash. Her stories added lustre to her because they gave her a past and she had lived to tell the tale. It was many years before I could think of it as history. I only had her word for it, after all. To be history it had to become bigger, more peopled, and, like the gas tap, held at arm’s length. 

I absorbed the adults’ stories, as perhaps all children do, like a sponge. What strikes me now is not that it was hard to know about the past as a child but how uncomfortably close, how awfully intimate it could be, rubbing shoulders with the present, fraying its edge. No distance between then and now, only a hairline fracture. The past was just around the corner, left over from yesterday like the spent fireworks we collected from the pavement and gutters the morning after Guy Fawkes, a faint whiff of gunpowder still in the air. The past lurked and lingered and could easily be surprised. It particularly favoured the dark and the dangerous – the dank corners in the Round Tower at Old Portsmouth, for instance, where you could imagine, my mother said, all the people who had been imprisoned there, or the soldiers who had worn out the steps, trudging to and fro. I was troubled by ghosts (ghost stories ran in the family); ghosts were where the past leaked into the present like dye. I certainly learnt that the past was perilous, stalked by legendary illnesses – whooping cough, scarlet fever, rickets, polio – which had ravaged my relatives; people in the past, they said, had to live in pigstyes and they died like flies. Women were its walking wounded. In fact their legs, clotted with veins, seemed especially to have borne the brunt of the long march into the present. I was a sickly child and I may have been especially alert to physical frailty, but I think we were all brought up with a dizzying sense of mortality, of time rushing, a whirling dervish, or a wind spinning you headlong from past to present to the graveyard. Among the lines of poetry my father was wont to recite were those relentless ones from FitzGerald’s translation of The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám:


The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,

Moves on: nor all thy Piety nor Wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,

Nor all thy Tears wash out a Word of it.



They surface in my memory, tied to another of my father’s favourite tags, more mirthful but more doom-laden, ‘Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die.’ The past was always blowing up a gale. It was important to wrap up warm. 

Everything the grown-ups said about their own childhood and the past, the vehemence with which they animated it, made it seem stronger, smellier, dirtier, louder and brighter than the present. It was a lot for the children to take in. We fidgeted on laps, or made the tea and passed round the biscuits. We weren’t encouraged to be raconteurs. I think everyone craved the limelight, yet at the same time dreaded showing off or making an exhibition of themselves. Naturally the adults took up the most room since they were making up for lost time. A great many of the stories that I heard as a child dealt in extremity of one sort or another – poverty, cruelty, suffering – but they were told for their entertainment value and shared theatre, always for a laugh. The hilarity made it safe, temporarily at least, to venture across a minefield of undetonated memories. On the other hand it was their being stories, the very making of a narrative, which protected against any random flak. A story gave durability and duration to what had been broken or fleeting. Perhaps the main reason that I couldn’t distinguish between my family’s past and that of our city was because the grown-ups couldn’t either: they didn’t seem to have enough of a continuous past to separate from it. The past was inchoate, embryonic, pressing on the membrane of the present; stories helped bring it to birth.

This was why the sing-song became such an important ritual in our life, as it did in so many other families. It gave us the continuity, or the illusion of it, which allowed us to see ourselves as a group with a past. When my mother’s family got together and sang, they overflowed with strong feeling, heady stuff, often nostalgic in the original sense of painfully longing for home and for the peace of a perfect union: ‘A garden of Eden,’ we’d sing, ‘just made for two, and nothing to spoil the view.’ But the songs also celebrated the unattached, spontaneous and casual – strolling, roaming, tramping, being of no fixed abode. Needs were declared minimal – ‘All I want is a room somewhere,/ Far away from the cold night air’ – and the best things in life were free: ‘I’d rather have Shanks’s pony!’ The sing-song was a makeshift, eclectic form: ‘What shall we have now?’ someone would ask, and bystanders in the pub would chip in with their own requests. It was robust, inventive and compensatory, drawing at random on a repertoire of melodies and music-hall renditions, going back to my grandmother’s childhood and forward to the Beatles (‘Yesterday’ was an inevitable favourite, relished for its melancholy) or the show-stoppers from Rodgers and Hammerstein. These weren’t ‘traditional’. In fact we borrowed shamelessly from the Irish or the cockneys (‘Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner,’ we’d sing gaily). I didn’t learn any English folk songs until I was at school, when Ewan MacColl and others introduced them on the radio. 

Our sing-song, in other words, was an invented tradition. My parents were fond of a drink, and had as rich a vocabulary for the shades and nuances of inebriation as the Inuit do for snow, but the sing-song depended on domesticating an older drinking culture. Men, women and children (if the landlord was lenient) all sat together on plush velvet seats in the ‘lounge’, quite unlike the spit-and-sawdust public bars in which my grandfathers had drowned their sorrows or had to be fetched from before they drank the housekeeping money. Of course, the sing-song was a fabrication. That was its point. It wrought a harmonious present out of rows and rivalries, and it mended a past full of rents and tears. (I was a keen performer, but whenever I remember my solos I see my sister’s face, clouded with resentment.) Sing-songs were also one of the few times when children were on equal terms with the adults and could join in without the usual put-downs that peppered grown-up conversation – ‘What do you know about it?’ or ‘Who asked for your opinion?’ The sing-song defied the old adage that children ‘should be seen but not heard’.

I think now that we were fashioning a shared past from something as yet only imminent in the history books, which hadn’t yet turned into history, let alone ‘history from below’: the lives of the vast majority of city-dwellers, the great unwashed, the itinerants and unrecruitables, the ‘unskilled’, the people whose tenancies were always precarious and whose footholds on the social ladder were slippery, like our own. Though I didn’t know it then, what I took to be a tradition of song was evidence of our lack of tradition, of our migrations and relocations and flittings, of people who found themselves marooned in the tenements and slums, or bombed out and rehoused. Our songs and our stories were a safe harbour; in singing, we found a settlement in the past, if only for a while. We thought we had always been there, but we had only just arrived.
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Part One

 


MISSING PERSONS



1 Evelyn’s Grave
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When my father was very ill with cancer, I went in search of his mother’s grave. It was an odd, possibly morbid thing to do. Family history begins with missing persons – missed in both senses of the word. But when do we register an absence as a loss? The absence, not of mothers and fathers, brothers or sisters, close and intimate relations whose deaths or disappearances are felt on the pulses, but of older connections – grandparents, great-grandparents – ‘ancestors’, who might only linger in the memory and conversation of one’s elders. One obvious answer is when mortality is borne in on us, comes home to us in the form of a generation dying, or when, Janus-faced in our own middle age, every disconnection reminds us of our own future. Faced with the death of a parent, only then can we begin to understand what our parents themselves have been through. In my mid-fifties, I was appalled by the prospect of my father dying, despite his being a man in his eighties. But his mother had died of tuberculosis when he was an infant. Now I began to wonder what he had lost and what I, through him, had missed. I thought that by visiting the grave I could make it up to him somehow – an absurdly grandiose but understandable desire.

Of course my father’s mother, Evelyn Light, had been a comfortable absence long before I decided she was missing. Like most children, I looked into the past for my own reflection, and my father’s story only mattered to me because it explained why I was born so far from his own birthplace in Birmingham, Britain’s second-largest city. As a child I looked for inheritance by reading faces and finding shared traits – the shape of a nose, colour of hair and eyes, the roundness of a face. With my broad nose and the pouches under my eyes, I ‘took after’ the Lights. This suited me. Evelyn was a romantic figure, the good mother who had died young, part of a lost childhood. My other grandmother, my mother’s mother, was anything but mysterious; she was ‘Nan’, a constant presence if not a known quantity. But for most of my life I was happy not to know anything more about this missing person.

After his wife Evelyn’s death, my grandfather had brought his four children to Portsmouth on the south coast. My father had never returned to Birmingham, a place we thought as remote and exotic as Timbuctoo. We knew no one from that side of the family – the Whitlocks. Dad could not remember his mother; she was called ‘Evie’ by his father, he thought, in later years. There were only a couple of photos of her, undated, but no letters or keepsakes, bits of jewellery, souvenirs or household goods; my sister Sandra had inherited ‘Evelyn’ as a middle name, but she thought it horribly old-fashioned. Dad had not been taken to his mother’s funeral but a tiny remembrance card had survived, bordered in silver and black, with ‘In Memoriam’ and a spray of snowdrops draped over a cross on its cover. Inside it gave notice that she was interred at Brandwood End Cemetery, the funeral ‘furnished’ by N. Wheatley and Sons of Station Street, Birmingham. This was my lead.

I suppose I imagined a quest of sorts, and saw myself in a foggy graveyard, searching alone among the tombs, until I came across a weather-beaten stone with a barely legible inscription: name and dates – ‘Evelyn Prudence Light, 1891–1930’ – and perhaps a flourish or two. I would photograph the memorial and take it to show my father; there might be a few tears. This pilgrimage would end in reunion. Dad had been cut off from his early childhood, his mother and his antecedents, and I hoped to give him pleasure by restoring some of that – a tall order, and one I could have followed at any time in the previous thirty years. What was I thinking of? But I was in the grip of grief and I didn’t see that it was my own need that drove me, not his. Perhaps it was a way of staving off death: I couldn’t save my father but I could resurrect his mother. Perhaps I wanted to give him something my mother couldn’t, she who was looking after him every day as he grew weaker. I was living at the other end of the country, and this was a way of ‘mothering’ him and of relieving my guilt too for not being there more often. My father was fond of John Donne’s much-quoted meditation on the tolling of the bell for the dead: ‘Any man’s death diminishes me’. With his dying, memory and history seemed to be ebbing away; like all sorrow, mine contained the loss of many things, not least the fading of my own childhood, which is kept fresh and green as long as parents and siblings are living.

Whatever my fantasies, there was to be no solitary quest. It was a bright, sunny day when I arrived at Brandwood End. My friend Erica drove us both to the cemetery and accompanied me, so there was to be no lonely catharsis. Thanks to the cemetery’s staff and the Internet, there was no anxious searching either. I had the location of the burial plot, I knew exactly where we were going, and what we would find there. Which was precisely nothing. Evelyn was buried in a common grave. Her family had not been able to purchase a grave plot, so the local authorities had buried her. There was no epitaph or memorial, nothing much for me to photograph. We walked briskly down the tree-lined central avenue and found the place in a matter of minutes.

*
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C.1. F/C is a large grassy area, worn and mossy in patches, scattered with branches and twigs. There are no headstones, no monuments or even burial mounds. The rough, scruffy ground looks like a bizarrely misplaced picnic spot or an area awaiting development. Off to one side an old, abandoned concrete slab designates it ‘Unconsecrated ground’. Two newish-looking boulders, part of the restoration work of the ‘Friends of Brandwood End’, are more forthcoming: ‘Public Graves: Grave Numbers 1A–527’, but what is public about them is not clear. Evelyn’s grave is recorded in the cemetery’s register as number 227, but it’s anyone’s guess which patch of earth contains her bones. There is another identical zone on the other side of the avenue, ‘Grave Numbers 1–502. One thousand and twenty-nine unnamed dead in one cemetery in one city in Britain.

Though I knew what to expect I was shocked, though mostly by my own ignorance. Evelyn died in 1930. I had imagined common graves were a feature of Victorian Britain, not of a modern city like Birmingham. This was not a pauper’s grave, where the body was taken from a public institution to be buried without ceremony ‘on the parish’. Nor was it a mass grave, where bodies were mingled indiscriminately. These graves, the Assistant Bereavement Officer told me, were unlikely to hold more than five people buried on top of one another in a depth of at least thirteen feet, though this sounds pretty snug; more often three bodies shared a nine-foot grave. The grave would usually – but not always – be filled in between occupants rather than left open, before other, unrelated people of either sex and any age were buried in a ‘second-hand’ grave. Certainly the cost of lying six feet under, alone, was beyond the pocket of many people, and some of the occupants would have come from public institutions and been interred at the expense of the local authorities. Others, like Evelyn’s family, did not purchase the burial right for an individual plot and could not therefore put up a headstone. Whoever owns the cemetery owns her grave and that of the other 1,028. The term ‘public’ graves, though seemingly less derogatory than ‘common’, shields us from the fact that they are shared with strangers while reminding us whose property they are.

Brandwood End Cemetery opened in 1899 as a public burial ground. Anglicans, Catholics, Dissenters and Jews (and, more recently, Muslims) would be buried in strictly symmetrical plots following a grid pattern laid out behind the matching mortuary chapels (western chapel for Anglicans; eastern for Catholics and Nonconformists). The ‘Free Church’ area, like ‘unconsecrated ground’, was meant to reassure Dissenters that the land had not been blessed by the Established Church and that those without affiliations or whose religion was not known would receive the same treatment. Though no one was refused, the fine gradations in grave plots, their size and placement, and the furnishings of a funeral, betrayed rank and status. As elsewhere in Britain’s Victorian cemeteries, the more affluent purchased plots nearer the entrance and the chapels, and put up costly and imposing monuments; the cheapest plots might be on the lowest ground, and therefore liable to flooding, or further from the chapels. The cemetery was a meritocracy, not a democracy. In Leeds at the Beckett Street Cemetery the deserving poor could purchase ‘guinea graves’, which included the humane novelty of writing names on each headstone, though they were set so close together they resemble the terraced rows of housing from which their occupants had come. Parish paupers, the unwanted or unclaimed, were stowed away in ‘Free Church’ areas amid common graves. But even these were divided by caste and on a sliding scale of costs; the most expensive were the first and deepest dug; lowest of the low were the shallowest and nearest to the surface.

The stark stretch of bare grass over the common graves is the only spot not landscaped among the carefully designed avenues and paths. Brandwood End was influenced by the ‘gardenesque’ style of John Claudius Loudon, himself a disciple of the great landscape gardener of the eighteenth century Humphrey Repton. Entering the gates, passing under the bell tower which unites the Gothic mortuary chapels, the bereaved crossed the threshold into another world, the city of the dead, their procession repeating the idea of the journey, as if death to which the soul has ‘departed’ was truly a destination. Wandering down shady walks, or pausing to grieve under the luxuriant foliage of redwoods, cedars and pines, they would be comforted by nature, evergreen, while the stone angels pointing heavenwards with their wings outspread would elevate their thoughts. But the common graves have no sense of place. No wonder I feel dislocated: I do not know where to put my feet; I might be standing on someone’s remains.
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Brandwood End Cemetery

Near the public graves the Friends have erected a noticeboard where relatives can leave a temporary memorial of some kind. A couple of dog-eared postcards were pinned there, when I visited, edged with black; one tree had a ribbon tied to it; another had a withered bouquet at its roots. I felt it would be presumptuous, theatrical, to leave a note. I never knew my grandmother, so who was I to claim ownership? I could not mourn someone I knew nothing about. Apart from feeling a weak, generalized pity for my grandfather as I imagined him leaving his wife there, I was more concerned that I might try to trump up an emotion; feeling blank in this non-place seemed a more appropriate response.

So much for my pilgrimage. My first foray into family history was literally a dead end. It had yielded nothing. No echo came back from Evelyn’s grave. It was as if I had thrown a stone into a bottomless well, or, worse, that her grave was a pit into which the past had poured, a black hole which swallowed up people like her, flattened out their lives and personalities so that they became faceless, charmless wraiths; undistinguished. She was a nobody, just like millions of others, her death banal. I should have realized, I thought angrily, that people like us, common people, would be in common graves. Far from resurrecting her or paying her the tribute of an epitaph, I had sent her back to the underworld to be lost among the anonymous shades crowding the Styx.

A week after my visit my father died. When, eventually, I told my mother what I’d found, she was more pragmatic. It was sad, she said, but perhaps the family were grateful that the corporation had taken care of the body; such burials were two a penny and the funeral might have been a relief, and not a matter of shame. At least Evelyn had been properly buried and in a proper cemetery. There were plenty who were worse off. This was a different perspective. I could not imagine this level of gratitude or of poverty: to be that beholden. The poor, I knew, went to enormous lengths to avoid a pauper funeral, saving up their pennies to pay weekly contributions to funeral clubs. My grandfather had mustered enough for a funeral cortège and service, and to print a funeral card, but not for an individual grave which would entitle his wife to a headstone. Were they just keeping up appearances? And for whose sake? Evelyn’s non-existent grave cast a long shadow and the visit nagged at me. I wanted a context for her life; for her to be more than someone missing, one of history’s disappeared.

TIME-TRAVELLING

Family historians are history’s speed-freaks. Other historians usually begin their stories from a point in the past, advancing gradually forward, covering a few decades, perhaps half a century at most. Some are content with covering even less ground, inching their way into the future, month by month, slowly accumulating a chronology like moss. Family historians, by contrast, work backwards, accelerating wildly across the generations, cutting a swathe through time, like the Grim Reaper himself. In the course of an hour’s research, surfing the Web at home or scanning the records in a local Family History Centre, they watch individuals die, marry and be born in series, a dizzying sequence of families falling away and rising up, eras going and coming, wars fizzling out and flaring, cities turning back to fields. The past looks like a hectic, crowded business. At the very least, following a person over time as the censuses unroll soon dispels the sense of isolation that hangs over the grave. With its listing of the inhabitants of house after house, street after street, farm after farm, the census is a record of connection and kinship, both deep and temporary; of who lived next to whom, who lodged and who took in lodgers, who cared for elderly family members, who shared with whom. Even the solitary is a neighbour, a life in the midst of social relations.

Evelyn’s early life thronged with family. At the end of March 1911, the last census available, she was nineteen and living at home in King’s Norton, a district about five miles south of Birmingham’s centre. Trelliswork Place, Lifford Lane, sounds pleasantly rural, but Evelyn’s father, William, is a ‘metal scraper’ and her brother Albert is a labourer at the metal works. ‘Eveline’ – as her name is spelt sometimes, like the purple flowering shrub – is a paper sorter in a local paper mill; another brother, Arthur, at seventeen, works at a rubber mill, as does Ernie, his junior by two years, employed in the mysterious occupation of ‘tube turner’; the youngest, Daisy, is still a schoolgirl. William and Louisa have been married thirty years; ten children have survived. This is the family, my father’s uncles and aunts, whose children would be his cousins, who were left behind when his own father left Birmingham.

Roll back another decade and Evie is a little girl surrounded by her full complement of nine siblings, living at number 64 Frances Road, still in King’s Norton, in an area called Cotteridge. Like King’s Norton, it’s unknown territory to me, but at first sight looks disappointingly familiar. I grew up in a mesh of similar streets, close to the railway line, and ran errands to corner shops like the one in Frances Road. This is an urban environment made instantly recognizable from the memoirs of growing up poor, especially of life in the East End of London, from black-and-white photography like that of Bill Brandt or Bert Hardy, and those random images of poverty now blurred into the timeless features of ‘the classic slum’: peeling wallpaper, newspapers for a tablecloth, dirty children without shoes, half an uncut loaf on the table, the ‘God Bless Our Home’ print framed over the mantelpiece – the generic landscape of a ‘traditional’ working class, replete with its pub and pawnshop. But I am disoriented by the industrial occupations of Evelyn’s other siblings: George, a ‘metal roller’, Rose, a ‘press worker’ at a needle works; metal works, needle-making, rubber mills – this is a world unlike any I knew in the south of England.

Nor is the family settled. Following Evelyn’s family through time I find that her people had long been on the move. William and Louisa make a new home at least once every ten years. At the turn of the century William Whitlock is not a metal scraper but a railway policeman, his life bound up with the traffic of people and goods. In 1891 they are in Stirchley, just north of Frances Road (Evelyn will be born in August later that year) and as they move backwards in time, they journey further away from Birmingham, south and east, into the neighbouring county of Warwickshire. In 1881 the Whitlocks, both in their early twenties, are in the village of Binton, a few miles from Stratford-upon-Avon, ‘Shakespeare country’, not far from Anne Hathaway’s cottage, in fact. William is a young village constable, with a steady income, uniform and a house provided. The Internet obligingly furnishes a photograph, the ‘station’ from a few years later, looking like any other cottage. Next door is the curate, and a farmer is just up the lane. They stay long enough in Binton to have their first two children, but any image of a bumbling local Dogberry is dispelled because I can see the future: I know that William will join the railway police, a vote for modernity, the track which leads to the metal factory at Lifford Lane.

I need a larger-scale atlas as William travels back into his childhood, away from Stratford-upon-Avon, away from Binton, westwards over the county border into Worcestershire, to rejoin the mother and father he left. It is 1871 now and he is a boy of thirteen again. The Whitlocks are in deep country, in the village of Cotheridge, a name confusingly close to that district in King’s Norton, but whose rural life would not revolve around Birmingham but Worcester, the ancient market town with its medieval cathedral. William’s father, William senior, is a farm labourer and young William is listed as ‘farm servant’. He has a younger sister, Mary Jane, and a little brother, Arthur, too young as yet to work. The family live in one of five cottages near Hill Top Farm where John Clift, a dairy farmer, employs four labourers and two boys, apart from the cowman, dairymaid, carters and servants who live in on the farm. One more leap back over another decade, and there is ‘my’ William (my father’s grandfather, I remind myself, so the connection still feels live), a three-year-old with his parents, William senior and Jane, and now an older brother, Thomas, still in the parish of Cotheridge, still farm workers, but at a place called ‘Black Fields’.
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Binton police station, 1890 (Shakespeare Birthplace Trust)

Is this then where the Whitlock family came from, their roots? I can’t resist a couple more shots at the census and go back another generation, finding William senior as a boy. I start to draw a family tree to keep track as names repeat. We’re in the mid-nineteenth century now and his parents, Richard and Mary Whitlock, are living next to Hill Top Farm; Richard is a gamekeeper, Mary makes lace. By the time William senior has grown up to marry Jane, his old father, Richard, will be widowed. Richard is working as a gamekeeper and lives in nearby ‘Moat Cottage’ on the estate of ‘Cotheridge Court’. The manor house belongs to William Berkeley, ‘Landed Proprietor’, and his wife, Lucy, now in their seventies, their son William Comyns, who is the curate of Cotheridge, his wife, Harriet, and their boy of ten; and to serve these four adults and a child are the footman, John Lyons; John Bridges, a stable boy of sixteen; and a lady’s maid, kitchen maid, nurse, cook, housemaid. The staff are all Worcestershire-born except for the nurse, Grace Mar, who is a long way from her home in Devonshire. Cotheridge is a textbook example of the three-tiered world of mid-nineteenth-century agriculture – farm labourers, tenant-farmers and the landowners – with the Whitlocks especially dependent on the family up at the ‘big house’. William senior’s younger sister Elizabeth works as a dressmaker, and the local gentry, their likely employers, are next door. No surprise then that the gamekeeper’s grandson, Evelyn’s father, becomes a policeman, protecting property, though this is not a particularly welcome lineage. Gamekeepers were much hated by village people, as the lackeys of landowners, betraying their own kind; village constables weren’t always popular either.

One last turn of the wheel. In 1841, the earliest census available to the armchair traveller, Richard and Mary are in a hamlet called ‘Down Norton’, west of Cotheridge, in Herefordshire, a county which borders on Wales. Richard must have turned gamekeeper in the ‘hungry forties’ because here he is listed as an agricultural labourer. Mary and her daughters, Ann and Martha (the younger is only ten), are all lacemakers. They have come from Syresham, Northamptonshire, but by now I’m travel-sick: so many journeys, too much strange country – did these people never stay still? Not long after the end of another century, the eighteenth, Richard and Mary were born in a county more than fifty miles away to the south, another world, another local economy, a bridge too far for me. In a sweep of three generations the family have crossed four counties and around 100 miles. Evelyn’s father has gone from farm boy to village policeman, to work on the railways and then in the factory, and from the black fields of Worcestershire to city streets. I need to stop the clock, to step outside the machine, and take a look around.

CAKE-TOWN

In 1880 my grandmother Evelyn’s parents, William Whitlock and Louisa Dowdeswell, were married in the parish church of St Nicholas in Alcester. A small town, in the south-west of Warwickshire, in the centre of England, it borders Worcestershire on the west and lies about halfway between Hill Top Farm, which William has left, and the ever-growing Birmingham. Their fathers are their witnesses to the marriage. William Whitlock senior is recorded merely as a ‘labourer’; Charles Dowdeswell is a ‘needlestamper’. Both of the married couple can sign the register. When I find that Louisa Whitlock grew up in a needle factory, I imagine ‘dark Satanic mills’ and hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of workers (in shawls and clogs) congregating outside the great textile factories of the north of England, ‘operatives’ in the cotton and woollen industries of, say, Manchester or Leeds. They live in rows of blackened two-room back-to-backs, in densely packed tenements and courts, or are crowded into filthy and damp cellar dwellings. I see an indistinct vision of the ‘Black Country’, with its belching furnaces, towering smelting works, slag heaps and coal slurries – the lurid nightmare world of Dickens’s ‘Coketown’ in his novel Hard Times. Behind the factory and the works are the mines, displaced in my imagination much further north or to the west. These are to me the landscapes of industrialization.

Alcester hardly fits the bills. A small town, its total population in the nineteenth century is never more than 2,500. It is the centre of a farming district, and has looked after itself for centuries, providing its own corn, brewing its beer, growing flax for linen, tanning hides for leather. A weekly cattle fair is held in the square in front of the old Market Hall, butter and cheese sold on Tuesdays in winding Butter Street, so narrow that it rarely sees the sun and keeps the goods cool, and once a year the ‘Mop’ is held, a hiring fair begun in Shakespeare’s time, one of many celebrations of which the town is fond. Alcester is so full of bakers that, in Louisa’s day, it is known locally as ‘Cake-town’. The brick facades of shops on the High Street hide seventeenth-century interiors, but there are still plenty of sloping black-and-white frontages on cottages and inns, though the picturesque chequerboard painting of timbers is a Victorian innovation.
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