It was a fine Summer’s day in August. My mother had told me to go to the Doctors’ Surgery and get her prescription for pheno-barbitone. She was a paranoid-schizophrenic and without those little purple tablets all our lives would be unbearable.

I turned the corner of Barham rd and there they were. The Council men had arrived to evict us from our house on the Bilton Grange Estate. I arrived as they were putting the last of our few possesions on the roadside. Our beds and bedding, chairs, table and clothing were there for the world to view. It was 1962, it was my 11th birthday, this was Hull and that was what they did to people who could not pay their rent.

My brother and sister were both crying. The dog, Paddy, thought he was in some game called take the smells I know out of the house and put them on the roadside. My mother was not amused by this turn of events and I was concerned that she was going to start battering the men who were doing the evicting. They too must have sensed this as they said, “sorry missus, we don’t like doing this, it’s a bit of overtime for us.” “Ah”, I thought, “well that makes it all OK then.”

As far as I can recall we simply left all of our possessions on the roadside got on a bus and went into the town. We later learned that Paddy, our dog, got a new home with a policeman.

That night we stayed in a hostel for the homeless. It was on Harley st which was off Beverley rd. We had a bed and somewhere to wash and get breakfast. We had to be out of the hostel by 8:30am and could not be readmitted until 

Once out of the hostel we tramped the streets. It was Summer turning into Autumn and we had some warm days. Wearing all your clothes was not easy. So my brother, who was 3yrs old, sat in his pushchair atop a collection of shoes, coats and other possessions. 

Let me tell you what living in a Hostel for the Homeless is like. You never have a hot meal, you never sit down and watch the TV or listen to the radio. Your feet ache all the time. People watch you by turns in a concerned/unconcerned manner and sometimes they display outright animosity towards you. Gradually you become invisible and the heartlessness of the system kills a little something of you deep down inside.
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I can remember feeling real hunger and thirst in the 6th decade of the 20th century in one of the World’s wealthiest nations. 

Whilst at Thanet Junior School I had passed my 11+ and was due to begin a Selective secondary school career at Kelvin Hall. I remember getting kitted out for my new uniform at Gordon Clarke’s Outfitters. It was a Saturday and my mother had a letter telling the manager that the child named had to be kitted out with a uniform for the school. The shop was rather full when we arrived and the assistant was non too pleased that he had to deal with a ragamuffin family. After all he had the genteel classes to serve and, perhaps, the chance of a tip. I can remember he said that, “people who come for free uniforms should come early on a Saturday morning.” He blanched when he realised that it was a uniform for Kelvin Hall school.

So there I was a new boy in a big school looking for a new start. I have to say the place overwhelmed me. The Head was a great big white haired fella with a gown. His language and mannerisms were completely alien to me. In fact the people I was being schooled with were completely off my radar. They were a bunch of softies at footie, rugby and cross-country. I settled in and worried about my sister, brother and mother. My sister returned to Thanet Junior School but the kids thought it was great sport to pursue her around the school taunting her about being thrown out of our house. She was 10, very bright and her class mates evicted her from her school.

By November of 1962 my mother had found a flat. It was in a 3 floored house on the corner of Anlaby rd and Argyle st. It backed onto the railway. We had 3 rooms one of which was a kitchen and the other 2 were bedrooms. At least my mother and brother had somewhere to go during the day.

My mother suffered from a mental illness. She displayed some severe symptoms but one of the worst was a complete detachment from reality. As a family we received £4:70p per week for rent, food, fuel and incidentals. This money was paid to my mother through the Post Office by way of an order book every Monday morning. By Thursday it was gone. We never ate at the weekend. My abiding memory of that flat is one of cold and hunger .

The house we lived in was home to a collection of odd people. There was a working prostitute in the next flat. There was a very old lady who should have been in a Care Home. There was a young lad with a family who worked. On the ground floor there was another young family and then 2 old men who lived in the back of the house. There was one toilet in the whole house. The place was smelly, unloved and fading a bit like its occupants. The flat we lived in had no 
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running water, so we spent our time running down a flight of stairs to a washroom to get water out of a bathtap. The water was then carried upstairs in an old enamel milk jug.

I suppose that we, as a family, were certainly not thriving and I think worried remarks from teachers and others we came into contact with probably pushed the Social Services into doing something. But things were to take a more 

serious turn. My mother realised that Christmas was going to be pretty grim and she wanted to feed us. She decided to break into the gas meter. Let me explain that amongst people of the lowest classes the gas and electric meter were looked upon as “fair game" a sort of savings scheme for the feckless. The down side was that if the meter was “screwed" the result could be a court appearance and a fine or a short prison sentence. Her crime was discovered, mother was prosecuted, found guilty and given a Probation Order. She now had a criminal record.

Her mental state was rapidly deteriorating. One day in an effort to get more drugs she managed to steal some medical prescriptions from the doctors’ surgery and filled them out. Unfortunately when she presented them to the Pharmacist he realised they were forgeries and alerted the police. My mother was arrested and appeared before the Magistrates Court. She was found guilty and was placed in the care of the De la Pole Hospital for Mental treatment.

We were taken into care for the first time it was March 1964. Our arrival at the Hessle Cottage Homes was to prove to be the start of a brilliant time. There was a meal 3 times a day. Clean sheets, clothes, people who cared and the freedom to roam far and wide. I felt so relieved that my brother was being looked after properly and not being ignored by a mother who was drugged up and hallucinating about heaven knows what. 

The Hessle Cottage Homes were at the top of Hessle High rd, just outside the town of Hessle. The environment was first class and obviously devised by a person who knew what children wanted. Our lives revolved around a series of 5 large Edwardian houses. Each house had a group of Housemothers and assistants who cooked, cleaned and cared for this group of Hully gully kids. They made a good job of it too.

Occasionally we were given permission to go down to the Humber foreshore and even spend time in Little Switzerland, a disused chalk quarry. We were an odd group of kids. Some were there for long term care, some were there to give their parents respite and some, like us, were there for how long no-one knew. But we were all in the same boat. We could be ourselves and not feel the shame that we all 
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felt on the outside when at school or at church. Knowing people were pointing and looking and making their “on the spot” judgements. 

The biggest problem I had was in getting to school. It necessitated me getting the 7:30am workers’ bus into the Bus Station and then getting another bus out to my school. This was a long trip and so I decided to ask if I could have a bike to get to school. A bike was found and off I set on the 7 mile trip. Fantastic in Summer not so good in Winter. The problem of travel and the fact that my mother was not going to be released from hospital anytime soon meant that another home had to be found for us. How we hated leaving the Hessle Cottage Homes and being delivered into the tender care of 71, Marlborough ave.

The Childrens’ home that was colloquially known as 71, Marlborough ave, had about as much in common with the Hessle Cottage Homes as chalk does with cheese. They were opposites. 71 Marlborough was termed as a Small Group Family home with 2 houseparents and various ladies who helped in a part-time capacity.

71 Marlborough nestled nervously halfway along one of the thoroughfares in the “Avenues” area of Hull. It was a large narrow fronted house that grew in a tardis like way as you entered it. The house was up to the task of providing a home for children on a long term basis but the houseparents were not. Neither of them had the slightest interest in children, their welfare or development. They were in it for the money and, I suspect, the status.

Both Houseparents were very cold blooded in their approach. Discipline was maintained through fear. The “stick” reigned supreme. At other times kicks and punches were administered. The particularly cold blooded part of the regime came from the encouragement older ones were given in hitting younger ones. A bullying culture was the menacing norm at 71 Marlborough ave.

My introduction to this type of behaviour came when, after being instructed to peel potatoes, I was thought to have taken too long. I remember going outside to empty the peelings and as I bent over a boot sent me flying into the drain grate with the instruction to get washed and be quick about it. This was Sunday and therefore we had to go to church. Everyone had to be washed and at St Cuthberts for Matins at 10:30am. The problem was that the houseparents were in bed and woe betide anyone if you made a noise.

We scrambled through the bathroom and into our Sunday best and off to Church with the warning, “not to be late” ringing in our ears. Let me explain how 12 children had been got ready for Church. They had risen at 7:00am, 
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dressed themselves, lit the big coke stove, made a pan of porridge, sorted out the wet beds and then peeled enough potatoes for lunch. This was all done by the children themselves. There was never any supervision, any thought or attempt to help the us. Anyone who had wet the bed would receive a thorough beating after Church. Christian tolerance and love never extended to the portals of 71 Marlborough ave.

After Church we had to get home sharp, undress, set the table for dinner and the older ones were then expected to help in dishing the dinner up. The mother of the houseparents used to come in at the weekend and make the dinner. A cook she was not. The meal was usually beef chine, cabbage and the ubiquitous potatoes. On the face of it a good and nourishing meal. In the hands of an incompetent cook a total disaster. Her modus-operandi was to burn everything. I can still smell burnt cabbage to this day, Gravy was not made from meat stock but from gravy browning. The meat was carved by the Male houseparent. He carved the best bits off for his and hers dinner and the rest was left for the kids to eat. The Houseparents and her mother ate apart from us in another room. We ate in silence and then washed up. 

After dinner and suitably refreshed the Houseparenst sent for the children guilty of bed wetting and they were beaten. Their howls and protestations upset us all but what could we do? This was how affairs were handled in the early 1960‘s.

