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The Ghost of the Plaque … Wetting
 Your Webmaster took this picture on the occasion of the Famous Four’s visit to the Swan on the penultimate day of May – as I write, some nine weeks ago. It was warm then and is even warmer now. The ‘Four’ were two Brooms (Jim and Mike), a Brown (Ian) and a Woodhead. As the Bard put it (and I like to quote every twelve months) “more madness for a May morning” – in this case, for an 86-yr-old to drive a 350-mile round-trip for a spot of lunch and a chance (not) to have a picture taken in front of a plaque that is no longer there (see empty space on wall behind bush). The “spot of lunch” was a shared rib of beef at c. £100 but, with chips and salad included, turned out to be very good value for money as the meat was tasty and there was plenty of it. All-in-all, it looks as if the old place might survive. Even the ‘madness’ of the drive was tolerable: the journey down, via the M40, A34 and A272, had only been slow at Winchester and the journey back by Guildford and the M25’s south-western corner was similarly free from major hold-ups. Mick the Hat was pleased to see us as we him. The Brooms stayed on after the departure of the Webmaster and the Chairman (having “miles to go before I sleep”).
[image: ]Extra! West Ham United v Ye Ancient Order of Froth Blowers
[image: ]As most of my readers might know, a Pathe News film of the game can be watched online. Another recent clip Ian found shows that, apart from the Lady Colossus, the male-impersonator, Hetty King, and the comedienne Gladys Horridge (“Blossom”), the girls were either in Billy Merson’s Shaftesbury Theatre “Belles” team or in Lyon’s “Nippies” team (10-a-side). However, there is no suggestion the game was a swipe at the women’s F.A ban.





Where was I … ?

[image: ] “Hardstruggles”: my poor mother! I write this now but was not aware of her misery at the time. The house was uninhabitable. My father signed the papers in August, 1950, and arranged for us to move in, knowing he would be out most evenings selling life-insurance largely to young couples when he knew they would be at home together, leaving mother in an isolated, tumble-down house - with a 10-yr-old son, and daughters of five and one to look after. Her only escape was to return once-a-week to Low Fell where she ran a Girls’ Club (as she had for years in the Friends’ School Gooch Street – only yards from her parents’ house – and where she had met my father). I remember a show she put on to celebrate the opening of the Festival of Britain in 1951.
 From September to November, I took a bus from Low Fell (near where the Angel of the North was to be) through Pity Me to Durham; and, then, another bus from Durham through Ushaw Moor to Esh Winning – and, at four o’clock (in the gloaming) reversed the journey. When we did move in, the stairs went to bedrooms right and left at the top but straight on was a piece of sacking covering a twelve-foot drop. We lived through the early part of a cold Winter with no heating, no kitchen and no bathroom. My father was not at all apologetic: he was the bread-winner and his family had to go along with life as they found it. I have no doubt my mother and sisters were glad to get through to Spring and live in a house with a Raeburn in the new kitchen, and a bathroom and third bedroom above it. I was glad, too; but more because I had made friends at school – particularly with the son of the local plumber at the newly-nationalised colliery. His name was Clive Wilkinson. He was in the ‘top class’ - and top of that class of 36 mixed-ability girls and boys despite being a year younger than them (and me). He sat at the front and I was told to sit by him in the double-desk on my first morning. Seventy years later, I went to his funeral near Dorking, having never lost touch despite our world-wide wanderings. In that seventy years he had become a PhD in Physics and a majorly-respected expert in Crystallography. To meet him and his family, you would not guess this: nothing at all professorial about his demeanour – not much different from the Esh Winning boy I played cricket and chess with.
 It was cricket – and football - that ruled all our young lives in the 1950 to 1953 period; not following the professionals (apart from our cigarette-cards) but playing on the ‘Rec.’ My bachelor ‘Uncle George’ (in his mid-thirties) came up from Birmingham to visit his sister and join in the fun; after which he would lead us – like a benevolent Pied Piper – to the Elite stores (whose customers, deliberately or otherwise, always called it ‘The E-lite’). They made ice-lollies on a stick in the back – out of fruit-syrups and water – and sold them for a penny. George dipped into his ‘holiday-money,’ saved from his wages as a tool-maker at B.S.A., and bought one each for the whole crowd of scruffs and toughs. It increased my ‘street-cred’ – even after I had passed (by dint of paid-for coaching) the 11+, and started at the Durham Johnston Grammar School (a year before Clive). Out of seventy pupils in 1951-52, we were the only ones to go to grammar school, as miners’ sons and daughters were always expected to leave (at 14 before 1947) and work, whatever their academic capabilities. I can say that the village school and the small Durham boys’ grammar-school were tolerable: but my scholastic achievement up to that point can only be described as moderate. Durham’s teachers might have succeeded where others hadn’t: you and I will never know. After the demise of George VI (whose death on 6th February, 1952, shortened – somewhat ironically - a History lesson) – but not because of it – my father was offered, and accepted, a post of manager of a small branch of the (small) Beacon Insurance Company … in Chesterfield. So, off we went again!

Celebrations
[image: ][image: ]No.0: Twenty-one years ago, ten FOFB’s met at the Frothblowers’ Arms in Salisbury. Two attendees have added to the froth-blowing story: for thirteen years I have run Froth Blowers Brewing Co., and nine years ago, Steve opened the Frothblowers in Werrington (PE4 6QP). We intend to celebrate our combined longevity by holding an FOFB soiree at his (and John’s) wondrous hostelry on Saturday, 26th September, 2026, from 11:30hrs – all welcome!
[bookmark: _GoBack]
No. 1: I had hoped to eat beef at Simpson’s-in-the-Strand one-hundred years on from the AOFB’s first major get-together there: however, the new management is no more accommodating than the last – so, it’s their loss that I choose to relocate to Birmingham. See you in the Wellington (B2 5SN) at midday on Saturday 24th October, 2026, for the Annual Reunion. R.S.V.P. (No.0/No. 1) as we intend to offer a nibble-or-two on both occasions.      

Dave the Brain … drained                                                                                                         finwood40@btinternet.com
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