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Front Cover – Georgette Berger  – Rene Magritte

The Surrealist cult of objects underlined another aspect of the 
movement: its belief that le merveilleux - that state of almost 
sexual excitement which Breton called "convulsive beauty" - was 
available everywhere, hidden just below the skin of reality. The 
artist who produced the best evidence for this idea was a Belgian, 
Rene Magritte (1898-1967). In the midst of a movement which 
specialized in provocations, attention-grabbing stunts, political 
embroilments, sexual scandals, ruptures of friendship, and fervid 
half-religious crises, Magritte seemed uncommonly phlegmatic. 
He lived in respectable Brussels, and stayed married to the same 
woman, Georgette Berger, till his death; by the standards of the 
Paris art world in the thirties, he might as well have been a 
grocer. Yet this stolid enchanter possessed one of the most 
remarkable imaginations of the twentieth century.

Magritte's work serves its modern audience rather as the sultans 
of Victorian narrative painting, the Friths and Poynters and Alma-
Tademas, served theirs - as a source of stories. Modern art has 
been well supplied with myth makers, from Picasso to Barnett 
Newman. But it had few masters of the narrative impulse, and 
Magritte was its fabulist-in-chief. His images were stories first, 
paintings second, but the paintings were not slices of life or 
historical scenes. They were snapshots of the impossible, 
rendered in the dullest and most literal way: vignettes of language 
and reality locked in mutual cancellation. As a master of puzzle-
painting, Magritte had no equal, and his influence on the 
formation of images - and on how people interpret them - has 
been very wide.

Robert Hughes – The Shock of the New
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EDITORIAL

LIFE AND ART

“Would you go on holiday with this bloke?” is probably not a 
question raised at a meeting of the Booker judges; but maybe it 
should be. Tortured genius does have its drawbacks. The actor 
Patrick Magee, out for a walk in the park with Beckett, declared 
“What a marvellous day Sam! Sun shining, birds singing. Makes you 
glad to be alive doesn’t it?” “Hmmm..” replied Sam, “I don’t think 
I’d go that far”. 

This issue touches on the bohemian fringes – blokes you would like 
to go on holiday with. The Pope of US prole lit, Fred Whitehead, 
reviews a book on the poet Tom McGrath. Tom made a big 
impression on Fred’s wife. Jim Burns resurrects the American tramp 
poet Harry Kemp, and a Preston deadbeat, McCarthy. Jim and Fred 
say more about their subject’s personality than the verse – the life 
rather than the art, or rather the life as the art. Kemp wrote acres of 
doggerel, now justly neglected, and is remembered for his account of 
bumming round USA Tramping on Life. His last years were spent in 
a dune shack on the beach at Provincetown. Strangely Dave 
Birtwistle aspires to the same condition; his fourth episode of Inland 
Beach Hut is in this issue. Yes, bohemians, but not the fancy 
aesthetes of the Left bank or the Café Royal – these are oddball oik 
bohemians, or as Jim puts it - hobohemians. There’s probably one 
living near you.

At the opposite end of the spectrum would be T.S. Eliot. 
Indistinguishable from the bowler hatted city gent, one of the crowd 
that daily flowed over London Bridge – tight-arsed, religious, 
depressed, prickly – no, you wouldn’t want to go on holiday with 
him. Alan Bennett, strolling round Bloomsbury with his mum, 
bumped into TS and had a chat. Later, moving on, he asked mum 
what she thought of our greatest living poet. Mum, deeply moved, 
could only reply “Oooo what a lovely overcoat!” 
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Yes, a night in the pub with Kemp might sound congenial but I guess 
you’d soon tire of Harry’s endless, top note recitation and creep off 
to the bogs with a copy of The Wasteland.

Speaking of poets, two newcomers in this issue are Jeff Bell, a pop 
singer from Newcastle, and Amir Darwish, a Syrian now living in 
Middlesborough (a slight improvement one imagines). Tanner, as 
usual, goes beyond Bohemia into a dark region of nihilism 
(Liverpool) where even hobohemians would look effete. Tom 
Kilcourse and John Lee remind us of the oik paradise which was 50s 
Manchester.

But who’s this cheeky sod Guillaume Portes (a pseudonym quite 
opaque to my rudimentary French)? Reading through his 
contribution again, too late to remove it, I find his satire a bit near 
the knuckle. Still, if old TS had had a Composer and a Sossiger The 
Criterion would have kept going without the need to go waving his 
begging bowl under the nose of the less than enthusiastic Lady 
Rothermere. Harry Kemp, I’m sure, would have got more out that 
stingy old trout.

Ken Clay April 2013
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NOS AMIS FIDĒLES (I)

Every July, forty boys were taken to the little French town for a 
camping trip which allowed Bill Swallow to get away from his wife 
and drink from breakfast till bedtime. 
He first visited Clarville on a family holiday. It resonated at once. It 
was la France profonde. In the little Café Voltaire on the sun-baked 
square where the vieux pépés played lazy pétanque as if the world 
would endure forever, he met local farmers who complained about 
the hordes of Algerians taking over the country, though North 
Africans were as rare as bohemians in their rural paradise; and 
villagers who praised Pétain, reviled Jean Jaurès and Leon Blum, 
considered Paris a snake-pit of corruption and believed their country 
would never see another De Gaulle. The women were where they 
should be: in the home, the kitchen, behind the bar or in bed. The 
men drank and smoked, made dirty jokes about the women and kept 
the children in line with a sharp slap across the head. The fields were 
full of cows. The faint odour of dung hovered over the tents. He 
could have found nowhere more congenial. 
The first visit was in 1970 when Tom Drake was Headmaster. 
Swallow admired Drake. He was old school. He’d tried everything 
to prevent the place becoming a comprehensive, but finally financial 
reality had twisted his arm. In 1978 the first non-selective intake was 
admitted. Swallow thought it barbaric: to destroy the Grammar 
Schools was an act of vandalism. It never occurred to him that to 
close down the Secondary Moderns was an act of enlightenment. 
That first time he’d taken only twenty boys, all Third Years. He’d 
pushed his case with Drake: three weeks would do wonders for their 
French; they would be taught to be responsible for themselves; 
they’d have to shop, cook and keep the place tidy; it would be 
character building. Drake needed little convincing: he was a great 
admirer of Baden-Powell; anything that got boys away from the 
town, put them in touch with nature, made them more interested in 
how to tie a sheepshank then unhook a bra, elicited his approval. 
Nothing seemed more important to Drake then to keep adolescent 
boys away from girls. He wasn’t unaware that some of the older 
boarders preyed on younger boys, but he’d been through it. It was 
important to break the spirit of youngsters, to make them identify 
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with School. That was the best preparation they could have for 
making their way in the professions. Nothing was more dangerous to 
order and tradition than young men who could think and act for 
themselves. 
So Swallow and his colleague and friend Ron Underwood took the 
twenty lads who spent their days swimming, playing football and 
cricket, lazing, loping along to the butcher’s to buy twenty lamb 
chops or veal escalopes, while Swallow drank Pelforth, pastis, Picon 
vin blanc and Izarra until he collapsed unconscious on the square, 
on a bench, or if he was lucky, in his tent and Underwood cultivated 
the prettiest, slimmest, most compliant boys, inviting them into his 
tent at night for a cup of cocoa made on his little Primus.
In 1980, Drake retired. Swallow feared the governors would appoint 
some forward-looking advocate of comprehensive education. His 
anxieties were almost fulfilled: Ewan Morgan had been educated at 
The Dragon’s School and Oxford, but coming of age in the late 
fifties (he was twenty-two when Please Please Me caused a stir) 
thought he’d spotted a social trend in the election of Harold Wilson, 
the celebrity of George Best, the farce of the Lady Chatterley trial 
and the hopelessly backward-looking patriarchalism of Alec 
Douglas-Home, and not wanting to be left behind, embraced what he 
thought radical by supporting Shirley Williams’s reorganisation of 
schools, the abolition of the death penalty and the rights of sensible 
trade unionists. Swallow despised him as much as he’d admired 
Drake. He feared for his annual trip.
“I’ll think about it,” said Morgan when Swallow told him of the plan 
for the following summer.
“Think about it,” Swallow said to Underwood as they stood side by 
side at the tiny bar of  The Leaping Salmon. “What’s there to think 
about? Silly cunt.”
“He’ll come round,” said Underwood emolliently. “He’s finding his 
feet so he’s being cautious.”
“He’s a twat,” said Swallow, then turning to his friend with a 
conspiratorial smile went on, “What’s the difference between a 
hedgehog and a Range Rover?”
Underwood tipped the last third of his golden pint into his gullet, 
wiped his mouth and shook his head.
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“On a hedgehog, the pricks are on the outside.”
Though he loved country life, kept hens and a goat in his garden and 
dreamed of moving to a smallholding in France, Swallow hated the 
country set. People who had never shovelled cow shit  but drove 
Range Rovers (as Morgan did) wore Barbour, got no nearer to a 
pheasant than eating one in a country pub once a year, were as 
inimical to him as the townies who leant on lampposts reading The 
Sporting Life or spent Saturday night in the Labour Club or the 
bingo hall. Morgan was one of those pretentious types who think the 
Lake District, the Cotswolds, the Brecon Beacons and the Scottish 
Highlands belong to them, though they’ve lived all their life in the 
city and wouldn’t dream of getting up at three in the morning to 
stick their hand up a sheep’s nethers to pull out a slimy lamb. For 
Swallow, the countryside, the real countryside, the place where you 
got shit up to your ankles just getting to the car in the morning, 
where a chained sheepdog barked and strained fiercely if you 
crossed the yard, where a contralto cock woke you up at five in the 
morning and where rosy-cheeked farm lasses were thrown in the 
hayloft and given a good shagging whether they liked it or not, was 
the only authentic milieu. He saw Morgan as phoney. He pretended 
to country affiliations because it was redolent of aristocracy, old 
power, unchanging and unchallengeable through the centuries. 
Swallow was a great believer in the royal family and thought 
governments elected by factory workers no less than treason; but he 
had no truck with folk who were as urban as flagstones but tried to 
pass themselves off as modernised squires. 
Morgan fretted over the trip. He considered Swallow an eccentric; 
not that he disliked eccentrics. On the contrary, he subscribed 
wholeheartedly to that upper-middle class, English prejudice which 
views a judge who drinks, beats his wife and buggers young boys as 
a measure of the tolerance and liberty of a society based on the 
freedoms of Magna Carta, while simultaneously believing that 
working-class football fans who have one over the eight and got a bit 
rowdy deserve a night in the cells. His instinct was that of his class: 
to let the trip go ahead and accept that Swallow’s chaotic drinking 
was something the pupils would just have to cope with. But he had a 
son who in two year’s time would start at the school; would he want 
him to spend three weeks in France under the supervision of a 
reckless dipsomaniac?  He was still finding his feet. He hadn’t yet 
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got the governing body under his thumb. An incident and 
embarrassing questions wasn’t the start he wanted. 
“I think you should take another member of staff,” he said to 
Swallow.
The tall, curly-headed linguist looked at him over his glasses. His 
thin legs stretched in front of him, as long as washing-poles.
“If you like, but isn’t four enough?”
“I’ve spoken to Tristram Billings,” he said. 
“Really.”
There was a hint of subversion in Swallow’s tone. Morgan didn’t 
take such small challenges to his authority lightly. It was his view 
that once the Rubicon was crossed, the barbarians would take over. 
His apparent student-rag nonchalance concealed a deep unease with 
any threat to established authority, just as the rank vandalism of the 
Bullingdon Club was an expression of immaturity and a 
thoroughgoing hatred of any challenge to the rights of property. 
“Yes, he’s willing to go. I’d like him to have joint responsibility.”
“But he’s never been on the trip,” said Swallow, “and he isn’t a 
linguist.”
“Nor is Mr Underwood.”
“Mmm. But he knows the boys well through rugby.”
“I think Tristram has a good relation with the pupils. An extra pair of 
hands will make things easier.”
When Swallow told Underwood, the bulky, immaculate rugby player 
banged down his empty glass.
“Billings?  That wet blanket.”
“Fuckin’ twat,” said Swallow, “gave me no choice.”
“Is he going to be a spy?”
“Fuck that,” said Swallow, “I’ll tell him: what happens on trip stays 
on trip.”
Tristram Billings was Head of Music, a dapper, brisk, devoutly 
Christian young man who lived alone, worked long hours, had no 
taste for alcohol and was suspected of being a closet homosexual. 
“He doesn’t even drink,” said Underwood.
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“So much the better for us. We’ll put him in charge of the camp 
every night while we go to the Voltaire.”
Underwood poured half his hop-rich pint into his capacious stomach. 
He was seriously troubled: in his view, Billings was just the sort of 
character to go tale-telling to Morgan. It was fundamental to the trip 
that the boys understood they had to put up with whatever went on. 
There was collusion between staff and parents: nothing must sully 
the good name of the school. Its history dated to the sixteenth 
century. Established by private subscription to educate the sons of 
gentleman, situated well out of the working-class town, it had slowly 
transmogrified into a Voluntary Aided grammar, funded by the rate 
and taxpayers but effectively out of their control through its C of E 
status. Snobbery was as essential to its culture as rugger, Latin and 
bullying. While the concern for appearances remained uppermost, 
Underwood was safe. You could get away with anything if 
hypocrisy was the order of the day. He was extreme in his fastidious 
superficiality. He despised those members of staff who came to 
work in shoes that hadn’t been diligently polished or trousers whose 
creases hadn’t met an iron for a week; he loathed any hint of 
untidiness; colleagues who left their books and papers in disordered 
piles in the work-room got the ugly side of his character. Like all 
people who have a secret, he was in a state of almost perpetual 
tension and his pernickety adherence to petty needs of order was a 
way of exerting control. 
“Well, I don’t like it,” he said. “I don’t want him fussing round me 
and telling me what to do.”
A fortnight before departure, they dragged the tents out of storage 
and set them up on the rugby field. The boys ran around excitedly, 
tripped over one another, fought for tent pegs, screeched in their yet 
unbroken voices, clamoured for help from the teachers while 
Swallow went amongst them, slapping this one around the head, 
calling another “a damn half-wit”. Billings tried to get involved but 
the complexity of the big canvas dwellings, each sleeping twelve 
boys, defeated him, so he tripped here and here ineffectually asking 
the lads if they needed help or praising their efforts. Underwood was 
sullen and brooding. He ignored Billings. If a boy asked him for 
help, he snapped: use your initiative. All the same, little by little the 
village took shape and by the end of the afternoon the tents stood 
taut and inviting, the boys running in and out baggsing space with 
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their mates till Swallow called them to order and told them he would 
allocate boys to tents and anyone who tried to sneak into another 
would get number thirteen. This was Swallow’s primary means of 
discipline: a slipper with 13 chalked backwards on its sole which left 
the imprint of the unlucky number on the boy’s backside. The lads 
groaned, but they were happy. Soon they’d be on the coach where 
the quickly tipsy Swallow would lead them in raucous choruses of:
Oh, the cow kicked Nelly in the belly in the barn
The cow kicked Nelly in the belly in the barn
The cow kicked Nelly in the belly in the barn
The old farmer said it wouldn’t do her any harm.
Underwood noticed a boy he didn’t know, a quiet, ostensibly 
diffident lad yet with a restrained confidence in his demeanour. He 
was tall for his age, dark and good-looking in that neither-boy-nor-
man way which sometimes develops into mature handsomeness or 
sometimes proves ephemeral. He didn’t flit around squawking like 
those pupils determined to get noticed; Ian Scorton for example, the 
little, rat-like, athletic rugby player who always had to push himself 
to the front of every queue, whose voice could eternally be heard 
above the loud buzz of urgent adolescent chatter, who would break 
every rule to attract attention but who, finally, was as conformist as 
an ant. Underwood became badly irritated by Scorton and his kind; 
he was sharp and dismissive when they pestered him; they roused 
him to self-hating petulance. They were ankle-biters and they had to 
be shaken off like a pesky terrier that got its teeth into your trouser 
bottoms. But a lad who seemed alone, who behaved as if he was 
preoccupied with something important, who won the liking and 
respect of his peers by being self-possessed, modest and easy-going, 
stirred an interest in him which threatened to give itself away. He 
cast furtive glances his way. Sought an occasion to be able to speak 
to him.
Suddenly he was gone.
Underwood looked in all directions. He peeped into the tents. He 
sidled up to Swallow.
“Some of the lads seem to have gone,” he said.
“Buses,” said Swallow.
“What?”
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“I said they could go so they won’t miss their buses.”
“Who’s that quiet, dark lad who was putting up the far tent?”
Swallow looked at his colleague over his glasses. The two of them 
held one another’s eyes a second.
“Jon Sylveter,” said Swallow, turning away and bending to pick up 
some stray pegs. “Very bright. Good linguist.”
“Good, good,” said Underwood moving away.

The day of departure, the pupils came to school in their casual 
clothes hauling suitcases that might have contained corpses. The 
coach was to leave at 12.30. The morning lessons were as orderly as 
a circus and productive as a desert.  At the first sharp clang of the 
electronic bell the boys ran from their classrooms and surrounded 
the sleeping vehicle like redskins besieging a wagon train. Their 
parents had assembled to wave goodbye, to ensure their progeny had 
their money, their toothbrushes, their pyjamas, their swimming 
trunks, enough socks, a waterproof; the driver affectionately known 
as le chou-fleur extraordinaire, had opened the great mouth of the 
luggage hold and was crawling in to push the giant bags into the rear 
darkness, emerging panting and sweating, his gargantuan, hairy beer 
belly visible through his parted shirt, his bald patch shining in the 
dim, midday sun of the northern summer. Swallow was smoking a 
hurried cigarette in the staff-room.
“Have you got the list of names?” said Underwood, “I’ll go and get 
them boarded.”
“No, no. I’m coming,” said Swallow. 
The two of them crossed the quad side by side; the tall, sapling-
legged Swallow, hands in his pockets, his tie askew, his trousers 
slipping down his pregnant gut and Underwood, shorter, bulky, 
thick-thighed, spotless as a nun’s sheets, full of that concentrated 
energy of a trained rugby player ready to burst any moment into an 
express run down the wing. The  other three staff were already 
waiting: Billings was jigging nervously, looking at his watch, 
chatting to parents, ineffectually trying to calm the pupils; the 
remaining two were young PE staff, Burrows and Seddon, recruited 
by Swallow because they were good at organising the boys and 
keeping them busy while he spent the hot afternoons decanting 
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Kronenbourg into his insatiable maw; they stood in their track suits 
and trainers, arms folded as if on sentry duty; the boys gave them a 
wide berth.
When Swallow appeared round the corner of the new block (built in 
1890) the list in his hands, a great cheer went up from the boys. The 
parents smiled complaisantly ( they were, after all, getting rid of 
their teenagers for three weeks). 
“Bonjour le chou-fleur,” said Swallow.
“Shall I let the buggers on?” whispered the driver.
Swallow and Underwood positioned themselves for the rush. 
Burrows and Seddon held the boys back. Biggins shifted from one 
foot to the other, looked at his watch, smoothed his black moustache. 
When Swallow gave the order, the lads swarmed as if the coach 
were full of naked girls. Seddon grabbed a lad by his collar, Burrows 
stopped another with a firm hand on his chest; but the parents were 
present so the customary slaps across the head were restrained. 
Swallow was ticking off the names as the boys climbed the steps. 
Underwood went on board to prevent the melee over who should 
occupy the back seat. At last, all forty were loaded and seated. The 
staff settled into their places, except for Swallow who stood at front 
next to le chou-fleur. The door closed slowly. The engine jolted into 
its rhythm. The boys cheered. The coach vibrated. The parents 
waved. The bus pulled out of the Memorial Gate over which was 
inscribed the school’s motto: Factum fieri infectum non potest. None 
of the boys understood it and a dwindling number of staff. By the 
time they reached the first roundabout, Swallow had taken the 
microphone and the boys were roaring in their unrestrained 
cacophony: Oh, the cow kicked Nelly in the belly in the barn…….

To be continued
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HARRY KEMP: THE TRAMP POET
Jim Burns

Writing about Harry Kemp some years ago William Brevda 
remarked that his "Tramping on Life is a precursor of Kerouac's On 
the Road in which Kerouac, like Kemp, is a tramp for the sake of his 
art. Kerouac takes to the road out of a sense of romance and in the 
spirit of youthful rebellion." Brevda also thought that Kerouac would 
have agreed with Kemp's idea that "wisdom was to be found more in 
the vagabond bye-ways of life than in the ordered and regulated 
highways." And he went on to point out that Kemp, like Kerouac, 
aimed for a prose style that would give the impression of speech and 
of the writer talking directly to the reader. In addition, Tramping on 
Life was similar to On the Road in the way that it dealt with actual 
events and used fictitious names to disguise the identities of real 
people.
So, who was Harry Kemp, the Tramp Poet as he was often called, 
and what was his role in the development of a bohemian tradition? 
He was born in 1883 in Youngstown, Ohio, though he grew up in 
Newark, New Jersey, birthplace of a later bohemian, Allen Ginsberg. 
As a boy Kemp read Byron and Whitman and became excited by the 
idea of becoming a poet. He also read Richard Henry Dana's Two 
Years Before the Mast and Josiah Flynt's Tramping with Tramps. 
When he was 17 he left home, made his way to New York, and 
signed on as a cabin boy on a ship heading for Australia. Once there 
he left the ship, tramped through Australia, and then got a job on a 
cattle-boat taking supplies to the troops fighting in the Boxer 
Rebellion in China. From there he worked his way to Manila and 
bummed around until the local authorities had a purge of young 
vagrants and shipped him back to America.
Some people might have thought that they'd picked up sufficient 
experience of roughing it by this time but Kemp, still anxious to 
widen his education, went on the road, hanging out in hobo "jungles" 
and hitching rides on freight trains. It wasn't all a romantic 
adventure, and he spent three months in jail in a small Texas town, 
though he claimed to have occupied his time usefully with studying 
and writing. When he was released he rode the rails across America 
and on arrival back in Newark attracted the attention of journalists, 
something that Kemp was to do throughout his life.
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Harry Kemp in Provincetown
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For the next few years Kemp moved around, spending time in 
Utopian communities where he encountered "rebels, eccentrics, 
pilgrims, literary wanderers like Richard Hovey and Bliss Carman." 
He was never averse to seeking publicity but he also had an idea that 
the "new bohemia" he was more and more involved with could lead 
the way towards what has been called an "innocent rebellion," which 
in Kemp's view would be poetical rather than political. He was, in 
some ways, almost forecasting what proponents of the "alternative 
society" of the 1960s wanted.
Kemp never completed what might be called a formal education. He 
bluffed his way into being enrolled at Kansas University, while at the 
same time ensuring that the local paper would announce his arrival 
with the headline: "Tramp Poet arrives. Kansas enrols Box-Car 
Student." He was starting to publish poetry so he fitted neatly into 
the sort of semi-mythical role of the "hobo who reads Homer; the 
anti-intellectual intellectual; the man of action who is a man of 
spirit." I've listed just a few of the descriptions accorded to Kemp by 
his biographer but I think they get across the idea that he was the 
kind of writer who can provide good copy for journalists. But I don't 
want to suggest that his reputation rested solely on the publicity he 
got. He could write and in a poem called "Experience" he used a 
long-lined style, probably derived from Whitman, to describe what 
he'd done. It's not unlike Ginsberg, too, in the way that it kicks off 
each stanza: "I have camped in California by the shoreward-heaving 
sea/And I've walked Manhattan's pavements all night long." Other 
poets, like Carl Sandburg and Arturo Giovannitti, often adopted a 
similar format but Kemp seems to have used it fairly early, if not 
consistently.
After four or five years in Kansas, where he admitted to "desultory 
classroom effort," interspersed with work on farms, Kemp drifted to 
New York in order to establish himself as a poet. He couldn't keep 
out of the news, though, and an affair with the wife of Upton 
Sinclair, author of the famous novel The Jungle, got a lot of 
attention. By 1912 he was settled in Greenwich Village and his first 
books were starting to be published. Kemp had a knack for hustling 
money out of publishers for future projects while he also produced 
poems and stories and articles for various magazines. He was never 
really a radical from a political point of view and it was said that he 
wrote a proletarian poem, "The Factory," so he could impress an 
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attractive female who belonged to Emma Goldman's anarchist group. 
Not everyone appreciated his poetry, and one newspaper described 
him as "a hatless and hairy scrivener...a worthless shiftless devil, 
who believes Bohemian life accords with his artistic temperament." 
Leaving aside the quality of Kemp's poetry, most of which was fairly 
conventional in its technique and content, the way in which he 
invited scorn does remind me of some newspaper reports of the 
Beats when they first came to the attention of the press.
Kemp had arrived in Greenwich Village at an opportune moment. 
The area was packed with writers, artists, intellectuals, political 
activists, and bohemian characters, and as Floyd Dell put it: "It was a 
beautiful year, a year of poetry and dreams, and of life renewed and 
abundant. We were all full of ideals, illusions, and high spirits. We 
were young and the world was before us." For Kemp it was the 
perfect setting. He could write his poems, romanticise his situation, 
pursue any number of young women, drink, and generally indulge 
himself. It was a period of great social and political ferment and the 
Wobblies (the Industrial Workers of the World) were involved with 
major strikes which were supported by many Greenwich Villagers. 
It's said that Kemp, if he got involved, "was there more for love of 
excitement and the spectacular than for love of the masses."
American entry into the First World War in 1917 meant that the 
"poetry and dreams" Floyd Dell had referred to were soon 
overshadowed by a national mood which frowned on anyone not 
following a pro-war and patriotic line. Kemp had published a few 
poems in The Masses, the radical magazine suppressed by the 
government when America started sending troops to Europe, but he 
wasn't left-wing enough to cause the authorities to consider him 
worth prosecuting. His interests tended to be directed to his own 
writing and the little theatre company he had founded. In 1920 a 
collection of his poems, Chanteys and Ballads: Sea Chanteys, Tramp 
Ballads and Other Ballads and Poems, brought him some success 
and went part way towards convincing critics that he could write 
poems that were colourful, well-constructed, and at their best 
convincing from the point of view of persuading the reader that the 
poet wasn't just writing about subjects he'd only experienced from a 
distance. When Kemp wrote, "I've decked the tops of flying 
cars/That leaped across the night," he was describing what he'd done 
during his hoboing days.



HARRY KEMP: THE TRAMP POET

23

His Tramping on Life, described as "an autobiographical narrative," 
was published in 1922 and proved to be popular, its vivid account of 
Kemp's early wanderings appealing to both critics and readers. Some 
careful editorial advice had persuaded him against including too 
many of his poems in the narrative and he managed to establish a 
style that, as William Brevda put it, "tries to break through artifice 
and to sound like actual speech." The words "are not so much read as 
heard." It's a description that could easily apply to On the Road. 
Perhaps flushed with success Kemp decided to visit Paris where 
numerous American writers had congregated. He wanted to promote 
his "League of Bohemian Republics," a theory that envisaged all the 
bohemian communities uniting: "When the earth is salted with 
bohemianism and the army of bohemians is so strong that the world 
will recognise its power will come the real revolution which will 
overturn bolshevism and capitalism and shock the people into 
thinking and understanding." Again, it's relevant to draw parallels 
between what Kemp said and some of the more fanciful statements 
in the "underground" publications of the 1960s and even relate 
Kemp's ideas to social theories advocated by Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, 
and others.
On a more downbeat level when Kemp got married in 1924 his wife 
understood that "she had a husband to support." His aversion to 
doing anything other than writing or taking part in various schemes 
to publicise his bohemian theories was well known. The marriage 
didn't last too long and when his wife left him she said: "Life was not 
dull with Harry. You never knew quite what was going to happen 
next," but then she added: "It couldn't have gone on, it was too 
fantastic."
More Miles, a second instalment of Kemp's autobiographical novel, 
was published in 1924, though it didn't turn out to be as popular as 
the earlier book. There were suggestions that the public mood was 
changing and people were less inclined to find his bohemianism as 
entertaining or able to shock or surprise. The same sort of thing 
happened when interest in Kerouac and the Beats began to decline 
after the initial response lost its impetus.
In the late-1920s Kemp moved to Provincetown and life in a small 
shack on the edge of the sea. He continued to write and to drink, and 
even had a couple of novels published in the 1930s, though neither 
made any sort of impact either in terms of critical acclaim or sales. 
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One of them, Love Among the Cape Enders, used his experiences 
among the bohemian community in Provincetown and most of its 
characters could easily be identified as based on real people Kemp 
had encountered. After the 1930s, though, he slid from sight, at least 
as far as most people were concerned. He drank heavily, self-
published a few slim books, tried to publicise various schemes, and 
somehow survived, often thanks to friends who looked after him. He 
still had his shack but also had an apartment he was allowed to use 
on a rent-free basis. A description of it says a lot about his situation: 
"Kemp's apartment, with its one light bulb and a smoky oil stove, 
was dark and smelly. There were books and magazines everywhere, 
and what space remained was a virtual corridor. Kemp's desk was 
piled two feet high with papers."
William Brevda says that "Harry's drinking in these final years was 
rough and crude - besotted, sullied, crawling crude," and that his 
more concerned friends tried to persuade other visitors to bring food 
rather than alcohol when they came to see him. But one night 
someone gave him a jug of wine and the following morning he was 
found to have suffered a cerebral haemorrhage. He died on August 
8th, 1960. He had known that he was getting close to the end of his 
life, anyway, and had requested that he be cremated and his ashes 
scattered over the dunes in Provincetown and in Greenwich Village. 
It was claimed that he had been working on a history of Greenwich 
Village and had accumulated around a thousand pages of notes for it, 
but it's doubtful if the project ever got anywhere near a publishable 
manuscript.
I often wonder if Jack Kerouac had read any of Harry Kemp's work 
or knew anything about him. I think Allen Ginsberg would have 
been aware of him, partly because Kemp had been published 
alongside Louis Ginsberg, Allen's father, in magazines and antholo-
gies, but also because Ginsberg had a sense of bohemian history. But 
he probably wouldn't have been too impressed by Kemp's poetry. It 
was mostly conventionally tidy but often quite sentimental. Most of 
the poems are forgotten now, though short pieces like "A Poet's 
Room, Greenwich Village, 1912," and "Street Lamps, Greenwich 
Village," have some period atmosphere and charm. And "The War 
They Never Fought," with its satirical comments on bankers, 
businessmen, and politicians, still has an edge, as for Kemp's prose, 
Tramping On Life is worth looking at for its picture of 
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hobohemianism.
NOTES
There are references to Harry Kemp in standard histories of 
American bohemianism, such as Albert Parry's Garrets and 
Pretenders: A History of Bohemianism in America (Dover Books, 
New York, 1960); Allen Churchill's The Improper Bohemians 
(Cassell, London, 1961); Robert E. Humphry's Children of Fantasy: 
The First Rebels of Greenwich Village John Wiley, New York, 
1978). A few of his poems are in Echoes of Revolt: The Masses 
1911-1917, edited by William L. O'Neill (Quadrangle Books, 
Chicago, 1966) and The Greenwich Village Reader, edited by June 
Skinner Sawyer (Cooper Square Press, New York, 2001). A section 
from Tramping On Life was included in Marginal Manners: The 
Variants of Bohemia, edited by Frederick J. Hoffman (Row, Peterson 
& Company, New York, 1962). The best overall survey of Kemp's 
life and work is William Brevda's Harry Kemp: The Last Bohemian 
(Bucknell University Press, Lewisburg, 1986).

* * *
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ALEXIS LYKIARD

MORALE BOOST, 1941

Uncle Alexis
after the great Crete debacle
survived in Stalags...

Some wag was to moot 
their service medal — Motto: 
EX CRETA NIHIL

MY FATHER AND L. RON HUBBARD

How come the bogus 
gurus somehow still bug us 
years after they've gone?

SCIENTOLOGISTS AND SOLICITORS

Smug litigious shits... 
Start to fuck with Carter Ruck –
Here come writs!
 

HOSPITAL FORMS

"Religion?" the nurse
asks, quite clearly flinching when
I say "Atheist".

PHILOSOPHY OF STRIFE

Just pass the buck: why 
carry the can? This job's worth 
Life itself, my man!
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IVAN THE FOOL
Maia Nikitina

The appointment was for two-thirty, in a part of London that he 
rarely went to, if ever. In fact, he couldn't remember ever going 
there, despite the fact that it was close to Central London. He knew 
London well by now, having walked its streets for the past year. 
Sometimes he walked to save money on travel but most of the time it 
was something he just had to do. At first, he had wanted to see all the 
tourist attractions that he had learnt about in his English lessons at 
school. When he found himself near Highgate cemetery one day, he 
was surprised and delighted to see Karl Marx's grave there. It made 
him feel closer to the world.
He arrived for his appointment slightly early. The place did not open 
until half two so he had to wait outside with several others, 
foreigners like him. Through the glass wall he watched a fat girl with 
a tight ponytail set up her workplace behind a register that was 
divided from the waiting hall by a glass partition. There were two 
more identical workspaces on either side of the girl but she was the 
only one working.
Finally, they were allowed inside. He had not realised that there was 
by now a small crowd waiting behind him. A ticket machine on the 
left dispensed queue numbers. He got the 67. There were only a 
handful of people in front of him and he decided that the machine 
must have been carrying on its count since the day before. It was 
chilly in the waiting hall. Outside too, for June. In Novorossiysk, it 
was probably hot and sunny, and the smell of the Black Sea would 
be permeating the wooden walls of his parents' house. He saw a 
space between a Middle Eastern elderly man with a boxy-looking hat 
on his head and an African woman in her thirties or forties, he could 
never tell these things. He started towards the seat when the robotic 
voice of the loudspeaker called out his number.
The fat girl behind the glass partition stared at him. Through him, he 
felt, as he approached. He was given some papers to fill in. He was 
still unsure of the exact reasons for this, for all of this. It had all 
happened so quickly that he felt as if he was being carried by a 
strong current, like that time at home when he went swimming at 
night after a bad break-up. There was no point in fighting it. He just 
had to hang on, to stay alert, and wait for the current to dissolve, his 
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father had taught him. The Black Sea was not an angry sea, like the 
Caspian one, he had said. It would play with you and then it would 
let you go. When it does, swim back as if nothing had happened.
Andrei Bochkin, he calligraphed on the front page of the form. The 
woman next to him smelt of some heavy coconut-based cream and 
his head was starting to hurt. The man on his left spoke loudly into 
his mobile phone. His mother would be finishing up her day about 
now, taking off her doctor's coat and changing her flat comfortable 
shoes for a pair of heels that she wore even now, at almost sixty. 
How could he ever tell her? He preferred not to think about this. He 
continued to write in the required spaces of the form. Next time, in 
two weeks, this should take less effort. There would be no forms to 
fill in. All he would have to do would be to appear before the fat girl 
who had looked right through him before, and to show his asylum 
document, to sign in her register, or whatever he imagined she would 
use for this purpose. A journey of two and a half hours there and 
back every fortnight just for this. But then it wasn't like he had much 
else to do. When he finished and got up to tear off a new ticket, this 
time number 124, he saw that the girl had disappeared and had been 
replaced by a young man who instantly reminded him of his friend 
Ruslan.
They had met when they were both still at school, seventeen and 
desperate to start living their lives. Novorossiysk was a big city, not 
as impressive as Rostov or Krasnodar, but big enough to have its 
own university. Andrei had already planned out his life. He would 
train to be a doctor, a dentist probably. He would have a good job - 
unlike state-employed doctors, private dentists earned a lot 
nowadays. He would build a house close to the beach and grow 
vines. Ruslan found his ideas boring. He never said it but Andrei 
suspected that his vision of life seemed middle-aged to his friend.
He got into medical school effortlessly, maybe too easily for him to 
appreciate it, he would realise later. When Ruslan found an 
opportunity to come to England, Andrei suddenly grabbed it too, 
almost without thinking. It seemed like fun - travelling, seeing the 
world, he repeated to himself afterwards. Ivan the Fool of the 
Russian folk tales travelled the world too before slaying the seven-
headed dragon and marrying a princess. Andrei had been good in 
English and sometimes, as a child, he had even imagined himself 
walking the streets of London, New York, Chicago. But it had 
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always seemed more of a dream, something that would only happen 
to others, and not to him. It would be foolish to miss this 
opportunity, Ruslan had said. He would regret it for the rest of his 
life.
His parents cried, even his dad. They begged him to finish his 
education first. He tried to arrange a gap year at the university but 
was told to make a choice: stay or give up the course. Annoyed, he 
left. The visa was hard to obtain. Andrei went to Moscow three 
times, in secret, there and back in a day each time. When he finally 
received it, after an appeal and, he liked to think, some flirtation with 
the new younger clerk at the interview, he showed the passport to his 
parents. They sat silently this time - there was nothing more to say.
On the plane to London, Ruslan told him that he had a plan. He 
always seemed to have it together, and Andrei believed him.
'What do I say if they ask me questions?'
'Just say you want to ask for asylum.'
'What's that?’
'Nothing, just something to say. Gives you a way to stay in the 
country, at least for the time being. You don't want to go back, do 
you? Besides, now that you're not at uni, you'll be called up the 
minute you land.'
Ruslan had no parents, just an alcoholic aunt who used to lock him 
up in the bathroom when he was little, and then go out on another 
bender. Andrei did not feel that he could admit that he missed home.
When the time came, Ruslan sorted out a solicitor who went through 
the application process with them. It was also Ruslan who gave 
Andrei the story, written in his half-childish handwriting on a piece 
of lined paper. Andrei went along with this, too, despite the doubts 
that he tried to bury deep inside. He remembered how as a little boy 
he used to wake up at six a.m. sharp to the sounds of the Soviet 
anthem. He didn't know whether it was the music that woke him or if 
he woke up in order to listen to it. In any case, every morning he got 
out of his bed and stood still and tall, singing the words in a high, 
bright voice. He struggled to understand the big change in the early 
nineties, when suddenly Lenin, who used to be good, was branded as 
bad. He was ten when the 1991 Putsch happened. His parents 
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cheered for Yeltsin. Someone painted a swear word in bright yellow 
paint on Lenin's monument in one of the town's squares.
The story didn't work out and his application was rejected. Ruslan's 
too. Their solicitor, a short stocky man from Mali with an oily bald 
head, advised him to appeal. They shared a bedsit with Ruslan in 
Finsbury Park. It was infested with tiny black cockroaches. There 
had been cockroaches in Novorossiysk too but those had been bigger 
and lighter in colour. Russak, they were called back home. Their 
diarrhoea-shade colour but more so, their fast and unpredictable way 
of scurrying around, had always disgusted Andrei. He remembered 
now how once, in the heat of the summer, during a drawn-out home 
DIY project, he had slept on the floor in the living room. His mother 
had put poison along the skirting boards and the dying russaks had 
crawled up on to the ceiling. He could tell which ones had already 
been poisoned by the way they moved as if in a daze. He wasn't sure 
whether one really did fall into his open mouth, waking him, or if it 
had been a nightmare. He tried not to remember. The English 
cockroaches did not scare him. Their dark and small appearance 
made them look more like bugs when they slowly crawled along the 
back wall of the tiny Finsbury Park kitchenette.
On a Tuesday, someone from the local immigration team would 
bring a black bin bag full of weekly cheap food and toiletries and 
dump it at the door of the bedsit, knocking loudly and not waiting for 
an answer. Sometimes, when they were both out, they came home to 
find the black bin bag already there, in place of a doormat. It 
embarrassed Andrei to live on these pity bags but he had no choice. 
As an asylum seeker waiting for his appeal hearing, he had no right 
to work.
They knew other Russians in London, most of them asylum seekers 
too. The ones who were not were The Wives - Russian women who 
had married English men - or The Workers - specialists in their 
work, usually science or engineering, or IT, who had been invited to 
work in England. Those Russians, although closer to Andrei in their 
background and habits back at home, here were a different class. 
Everyone was a different class to him now. Everyone but the other 
asylum seekers. Even the refugees, whose status had been accepted, 
whose story had been good, or real, even they were higher on the 
unwritten hierarchy of the immigrant London. So were those who 
had managed to get a passport somehow. There were some African 
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guys who knew a way to get one, Ruslan had told him. You just paid 
them and a couple of months later you ceased to exist, and a new 
person emerged somewhere in London, a new name and a new story.
Think about it,' Ruslan said.
'And the money?'
‘There's a way to find that too. Not everyone checks your papers 
when they give you a job.'
But Andrei did not want a new name. He had already shed too many 
layers of his old skin, had betrayed his parents too many times.
Ruslan disappeared six months later. Andrei told the social services 
that he didn't know where his friend had gone. The rules were 
changed a couple of months after that. Every asylum seeker now had 
to go to the place in Central London to sign a paper confirming that 
they were still there. Once, Andrei thought that he saw Ruslan 
getting on a bus in Wood Green where the Malian solicitor was 
based. He tried to get a good look as the bus went past, but he could 
not be sure.
June was a good month in Novorossiysk. It was already mild and 
warm but not unbearable as it would get in July or in August. There 
were not that many tourists either. It was a good time to enjoy the 
sea. His father would probably be crafting something on the large 
wooden table he had built in the garden. The vines of the still-green 
grapes that he had planted when Andrei was five or six would be 
giving off a delicate aroma that would mingle with the smell of his 
father's cigarettes. In the story, Andrei had said that his family had 
been threatened by the government because of his father's political 
beliefs. It was not a very good story.
Sometimes, when Andrei felt particularly unsettled, he went back to 
Karl Marx's grave in Highgate. He had never been political, and even 
now he still only vaguely understood what had happened in his 
country. But the memories of the red neckerchief and of Lenin's and 
Marx's portraits that used to hang above the blackboard in his 
classroom soothed him. Students from the nearby City & Islington 
College often went past, reminding him of his year at the medical 
school. There was a big eye hospital a few minutes' walk away. 
Whenever he saw a woman in heels going past it, for a second he 
always thought that it was his mother.



THE CRAZY OIK – ISSUE 17

When his number was called again, he walked up to the glass 
partition. The man on the other side looked through him, passed him 
a paper to sign, pressed the button for the next ticket to be called out. 
For a moment, Andrei thought about coming up to one of the 
security guards near the entrance and asking them to send him home. 
He could almost smell the sea, could hear it calling to him. There 
was nothing he needed here, in England, no dragon to slay, no 
princess to marry. He thought about being back home, starting over 
at the medical school. He imagined his friends, by now third year 
students, whispering behind his back.
When he came out of the building, the day was still grey.

* * *

KEN CHAMPION

Freedom Fighter 

She walks easily 
jilibab swirling 
in a breezy London park 
her gaze straight ahead 
on the angry back of a husband 

An Islamic possession 
she quietly knows 
that her cover-up 
is as useless as its irony 
as her eyes catch mine 

and I stop and imagine 
dark nipples and smooth legs 
as she moves away 
female and hidden 
in that oppressive black. 
And her Nike trainers. 
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Illustrated 1942
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JEFF BELL

Scan Results

I recently rang my doctor for the scan
results of my shoulder problem.
After two weeks I was told they weren't ready,
and by the fourth, they told me they seemed lost?
Later I thought, if I'd been a member of the
Royal Family, I would have no doubt found out
about my results immediately? So going by this
information I have deduced, that someone somewhere,
right now, thinks I'm not as important as Prince Charles?
Me, not as important as Prince Charles?
As absurd as this may sound, on the facts available,
I have to consider this to be true.

So how can this be I hear you ask, people who know me will
vouch for my superior wave compared to Charles,
as mine incorporates enthusiasm.
Is it to do with privilege then? But David Cameron told us,
"We're all in this together!" And I agree with him,
if there's a shortage of quails eggs, then we should all suffer
together!
But no, you selfish people out there, if this were to happened,
you wouldn't care, and go out and try to improve the
quails environment would you? No, you would just happily chew
on your burger, your fried chicken or pizza! And if the Speaker
in the House of Commons god forbid, found a ladder in his 
stockings,
would you care, would you offer help?
No....would you hell, you would just selfishly walk through your 
local precinct, in your see through assed stretched leggings, making
sure you didn't forget to buy your lottery roll over tickets!
You can't fool me, none of you.
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NEWTON HEATH
Tom Kilcourse

Some time ago I did a virtual walk, grace of Google, along Church 
Street, Newton Heath, and immediately regretted my curiosity. I last 
lived in Newton Heath in 1969-70 when I returned there with my 
wife, having graduated from Hull University. It had then changed 
little from the days of my boyhood, and my wife, a Londoner who 
had spent many years living in Paris, was quite content to be there, 
despite the inadequacy of our ‘apartment’ over the tripe shop. What 
Google brought to my computer screen left me shocked and 
saddened. A place I had known as a thriving shopping street, with 
businesses of all kinds serving a bustling community, had become 
derelict, every other shop displaying a ‘to let’ sign, and most of those 
still trading being low quality take-away food outlets. The scene 
spoke of neglect and poverty.

I was first introduced to Church Street shortly after moving to live 
with my grandparents, and have fond memories of accompanying 
Gran on her shopping trips. It was wartime and I remember Mr. 
Tatham the butcher doling out our ration of meat, some neck of 
mutton perhaps or a scrap of pork. Rationing gave retailers a certain 
amount of power, and it was common to see customers trying to 
ingratiate themselves with the butcher or grocer. Gran was too proud 
to be one of them. In truth, had she swallowed her pride, I doubt if 
she could have afforded the ‘bit extra’, special cut, or whatever 
reward the butcher chose to offer. We ate proper meat at weekend 
only, always on Sunday, and Gran would use what was left to make a 
broth or hash. I use the word ‘proper’ to distinguish meat supplied by 
the butcher from the canned stuff that we called luncheon meat. That 
was not in short supply, as I recall, though Gran rarely bought it 
because of cost and old Ted’s aversion to it.

Further along the street stood Goslings the fishmonger where Gran 
would buy a crab perhaps, to be dressed at home by my granddad. 
Fish was more plentiful than meat and we ate it on most weekdays, 
especially shellfish: mostly mussels and cockles. Friday was the day 
we ate battered cod from the ‘chippie’, with chips and peas. The peas 
were always mushy, though nobody used that description in those 
days. They were that way simply because they were dried peas that 



NEWTON HEATH

37

were left to simmer for hours, and reheated when the chippy again 
opened. We also ate tinned fish, pilchards and sardines mainly, 
though tinned salmon was bought occasionally when Uncle George 
visited. 

Across the street from Goslings was a charcuterie that could have 
graced any shopping street in France. We called it the pork butchers. 
There we bought polony, black puddings, pigs’ feet, or trotters to us, 
brawn and various types of sausage and potted meats. From there 
Gran would go along to the greengrocer, halfway down the street, 
where she would buy celery tops and the trimmings from 
cauliflowers. Such things were cheap, allowing her to make a big pan 
of vegetable broth for a few pence. From the tripe shop she would 
buy cowheels to make cowheel stew, a rich, sticky soup that was 
good for a growing boy, so I was persuaded. I would drink the soup, 
but nothing short of death threats would have made me eat the flesh. 
As well as cowheels and tripe, she would buy elder, a bland tasting 
soft yellow substance made from cows’ udders that needed salt to 
make it edible. These things were inexpensive and un-rationed.

Behind the fish shop stood the market place with its many stalls. This 
extended the length of the canal bank between the two bridges of 
Church Street and Droylsden Road, a distance of about two hundred 
yards. Wednesday was market day, and an extra market was held on 
Saturday morning. The place would hum with the sound of many 
voices as neighbours met while hunting for a bargain piece of cloth, 
some bedding, or linoleum for the floor perhaps. Roughly half way 
along Church Street one crossed the canal bridge by which stood 
huge concrete blocks as barriers to enemy tanks, though how 
effective they would have been if needed is doubtful.

Across the bridge two cinemas stood side by side, the Magnet and 
the Pavilion competed for our attention with offerings of Tarzan, 
Sabu, and pictures starring guitar playing cowboys dressed in 
immaculate outfits, so unlike Clint Eastwood as to be a different 
species. Should they fail to draw us, we would walk the couple of 
miles along Oldham Road to the Ceylon, or head in the other 
direction to the Grand or Pop (Popular) cinemas in Failsworth. 
Cinema goers were well catered for, as were dance lovers, with three 
dance halls within walking distance. Where the cinemas in Church 
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Street stood there is now situated the ubiquitous supermarket with 
car park.

One end of Church Street was dominated by the soot blackened 
clock tower of All Saints church, while the other end had the 
imposing four storey emporium of the co-operative department store, 
the Failsworth Industrial Society. That building is still there, but 
appears to be disused, windows blacked out and covered with fly 
posters. To a small boy it was a place of wonder, appearing to offer 
all the needs of mankind. Gran used to take me there when I was in 
need of new boots or a jersey: rare purchases. My grandparents had 
not bought furniture since moving into their rented house when they 
married in 1906, so to wander through the co-op’s furniture 
department was a revelation. At the back of the store, with their 
separate entrances, were the hair salons, one for women and a barber 
for the men. No unisex arrangements there. In front of the barbers 
there was a raised terrace with three steps down to the street. A 
regular occupant of those steps was the accordion man, a chap with a 
club foot whose music drifted across the street, attracting youngsters 
to approach and put a penny in his cap. He was the inspiration for 
one of my short stories, ‘The Professional Musician’.

The co-op played a fairly important part in our lives. Though Gran 
shopped in Church Street for the kind of things I have mentioned, 
she bought her weekly groceries from a branch of the co-op located 
in a side street nearer to our home. There, the manager, Mr. Bailey, 
and his two male assistants, John and Arnie, attended to customers 
from the streets around. There was no self-service of course, and one 
went to a counter to be served by one assistant or another. Much of 
the stuff was loose in barrels or tea-chests: sugar, tea and flour for 
instance. These would be taken from the container with a scoop and 
weighed on scales before being bagged by hand. The staff knew all 
the customers by name, and would often spend time chatting if 
nobody was waiting to be served. The assistant would take the 
customer’s ration coupons and if he or she was a member of the co-
operative society, give a cheque for the dividend. I still remember 
Gran’s number, 5507. These cheques would be presented at the co-
op’s office in Daisy Bank once a quarter, where the member would 
collect the dividend in cash. 
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Across the street from this co-op store, which had a butcher’s shop 
next door, was a corner off-licence, selling tobacco and alcohol, 
including beer by the jug. When I was a little older, about ten, Ted 
would sometimes send me out to the off-licence with a pot jug to buy 
two pints of mild ale. Granddad always drank the heavy, brown mild 
ale, swearing that the lighter coloured bitter beer was full of 
chemicals and bad for the drinker. There was never any question 
about serving someone so young with the beer. Nor was there a 
problem with my walking alone through the small park in order to 
reach the shop. The streets and parks were ours to roam in, 
unhindered by adult interference. Even the little back-street parks in 
those days often boasted a uniformed park-keeper.

Not everything we consumed required a visit to a shop as there were 
a number of traders who brought their produce to our door, by horse 
and cart. Bread, Milk, Coal and greengrocery all came to us in that 
way, the horses being a great attraction to the kids. Bread and milk 
was delivered daily, to be paid for at the weekend when the van-man 
called for his money. Other regular visitors looking for payment 
were the rent-man, and the man from Prudential Insurance collecting 
the weekly payment for ‘death benefit’. 

I saw recently a reference to Newton Heath on the internet in which 
Brookdale Park, the largest park in our immediate neighbourhood, 
was described as a ‘no go zone’ inhabited by weirdoes and druggies. 
I remember that place as a wonderful, green playground with tree 
filled valleys, a field containing three football pitches, tennis courts 
and bowling greens, and a large paddling pool, the whole being 
patrolled by uniformed park keepers. The pool was the big attraction 
for our gang. It was a place to sail our home-made ‘boats’, pieces of 
scrap wood with two sticks, a piece of cloth for a sail and string for 
rigging. If some kid turned up with a properly made toy yacht bought 
from a shop he would draw a small crowd to watch it skim round the 
pool.

Young boys and girls would spend hours in the park unattended by 
parents and I never heard of a child being molested there. Just after 
the end of the war the park proved to be a valuable source of 
chewing gum, a product otherwise unavailable to us. American 
airmen from their Warrington air base would bring their current local 
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girlfriend there, seeking a quiet spot in which to canoodle. Seeing 
them enter the park, we would follow and hide in bushes nearby until 
the couple had settled on the grass in some quiet corner. We would 
wait until the ‘Yank’ began his manoeuvres, at which point he would 
be surrounded by a group of urchins demanding ‘got any gum 
chum?’ Most of these affable men responded good naturedly with a 
grin, a packet of chewing gum, and a directive to ‘get lost’. We 
always did. 

On occasions we would forego the joys of Brookdale Park and walk 
the three or four miles to Bogart Hole Clough, a much larger green 
space in which there was a boating lake. If we had a few coppers we 
would hire a rowboat, but usually we simply sprawled on the grass 
and watched older people rowing around. I am told that Bogart Hole 
Clough is now also considered a dangerous place to walk alone.

There was another boating lake about the same distance in another 
direction, Crime Lake, where a village was said to lie at the bottom 
of the flooded valley. We preferred Crime Lake to Bogart Hole 
Clough because we reached it by crossing fields and following 
footpaths, rather than walking along paved roads. Just beyond Crime 
Lake a steep hill descended into a valley called Daisy Nook, where 
there was a farm at the bottom. Every Easter a large fair was held in 
Daisy Nook, with roundabouts, bumper cars and various sideshows 
and stalls. That was like a magnet to us and we would go there 
unaccompanied by adults and meet children from other areas such as 
Oldham, Droylsden and Ashton-under-Lyne, all places around Daisy 
Nook and within walking distance.

Looking back on those times, I am struck by how remarkably free we 
were. Most of us were generally badly dressed and, in the pre-teddy 
boy era, unconscious of fashion.  Even the relatively affluent 
members of the gang did not stand out with possessions, but we went 
unhindered everywhere, with no thought of threat. We were fortunate 
in living right on the edge of urban Manchester. Within a hundred 
yards of the house I was raised in began the fields across which one 
could walk for miles without stepping on a paved road. We had our 
regular haunts like Bluebell Wood and an area of farmland called 
‘Brunt Barn’, brunt being a corruption of burnt, I believe. Pathways 
led to places like the small village of Woodhouses, or Shaky Bridge, 
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an old wooden footbridge that crossed the river Medlock. Cross that 
and climb the hill beyond and we were in the town of Ashton-under-
Lyne, close to the edge of the Pennine Hills.

On those hills stood an ancient beacon tower called Hartshead Pike 
that was visible from my home and the streets around. As a small 
boy it was my ambition to go to the pike and look back on the town 
from those heights. I was well into my teens before I achieved it. I 
had bought a bike from Ron Capewell, a yellow Dayton Special that 
was easily lifted with one hand. As soon as it was mine I headed for 
those hills, following lanes with little idea of where they led. I was 
intoxicated by the sense of freedom the bike gave me and didn’t care 
where I ended up. One day I approached Hartshead Pike, purely by 
chance. 

The fields of Brunt Barn disappeared under a huge housing estate 
during my early teen years. Acres in which we had freely wandered 
were fenced off as private gardens, blocking our way through to 
Daisy Nook and beyond. At least that change had positive benefits 
for people, offering them housing in a semi-rural environment. The 
changes I saw on my Google walkabout were of an entirely negative 
nature, causing me to pity the children now having to grow up there. 
They live in a different world from the one I occupied, albeit on the 
same patch of earth. I read recently that Greater Manchester Police 
have built a new divisional headquarters in Newton Heath costing 
millions of pounds. Another reader of the paper commented on the 
location with remarks about the district that confirmed the decline of 
my childhood home and of the type of people living there. 
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TANNER
I,D(o)LE 

Let me share with you 
my eye opening experience   
with a true working-class hero:

GOT ANY SPARE SLUMMY GOIN LA?
he philosophized,
but being a social ignoramus, I told him I hadn’t.   

GO ED WILL YER, AH NEED SOME SHRAPNEL NOW!
he put forth
and from what I gathered
he was proposing, 
with knowing irony, 
that the way to freedom lay
through the immediate realization 
that his empty pocket
was somehow more relevant than mine – 
no doubt a biting comment 
on the greedy mindset of our tyrannical rulers. 

ARREY COME ON NOW JUST 
SUB US SOMETHIN WILL YER?
he reiterated with most convincing conviction
and at this I really began to appreciate his political brilliance,
his mock belligerence 
a crushing imitation of the separatist agendas 
they continue to force upon we common folk, 
ergo, he wants to take money from me
to improve my social education,
and certainly not for his own selfish means.

AH SAID GIVE US SOME! 
OR AH WON’T BE RESPONSIBLE 
FER ME ACTIONS, I SWEAR!
he alleged, 
in a flawless satirical portrayal 
of the militarist propaganda 
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our supposedly democratic organizations wield 
as a weapon with which to suppress us,
and anyone who dares to suggest otherwise  
is clearly invested in war.
He demanded to know where my 
COMMUNITY FUCKIN SPIRIT was. 
Judging by his breath 
a comrade with a more sensitive nose
would suggest he drank it, 
and them rich bastards
would no doubt accuse him of espousing political ideology
to suppress me with guilt
but not I,
for I see the subtle insinuation
that whilst we must abandon the notion of a Christ figure  
as an oppressive tool,
we can nonetheless adapt his alleged teachings 
to unify us under an economic balance. 
Alas, 
his admirable cause
was wasted on anti-social moi,
but in spite of my reluctance to face facts
he generously bequeathed to me 
one final nugget of ground-breaking political philosophy: 
SOD YER THEN YER TIGHT FISTED CUNT! 
before marching off to reach others
more worthy of his teachings
and I resumed waiting 
for the bus that goes the hospital
for the bourgeois oesophageal reflux attack
I’d been having the entire time ... 
O, stout working class hero,
salt a dee earf stalwart,
run a der mill rarity,
reigning regular Joe,
if my hands weren’t clutching 
my reactionary spasming throat
I’d have saluted you!
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TOM McGRATH
Fred Whitehead

One of the classic descriptions of Fame is that of Milton, in 
“Lycidas,” where its spur is the “last infirmity of noble mind.”  That 
is gentle, compared to Melville’s rough proclamation to Hawthorne 
in a letter: “All fame is patronage.  Let me be infamous.”  A view 
close to that of Tom McGrath, who often expressed his partiality to 
outlaws, over cattlemen and sheepherders.  Along the same lines, we 
have Marvell’s perspective in “Thoughts in a Garden”: “How vainly 
men themselves amaze/To win the palm, the oak or bays”; to which 
McGrath replied: “How vainly men themselves bestir/To seek for 
Bollingen or Pulitzer.”  It comes as a shock to learn it was Harvard’s 
own William James, generally a decorous Brahmin, who remarked in 
a letter to H.G. Wells on “the moral flabbiness born of the exclusive 
worship of the bitch-goddess Success.”  And James drove the point 
home:  “That—with the squalid cash interpretation put on the word 
success—is our national disease.”
It is a disease to which McGrath never succumbed.  His whole 
relationship to the mainstream cultural life of modern America (“I 
don’t belong in this century—who does?”) was problematic and 
sometimes hostile.  His stance could even be hostile to his imagined 
reader, as in “A Long Way Outside Yellowstone,” about two 
vagrants sleeping rough: “But now under one blanket they go about 
their business./Suppose you go about yours.”  Unlike ordinary, 
compliant poets, who comfort and sooth their readers, McGrath tells 
them off outright.  
In the 19th century, poets were acclaimed and respected in American 
society.  In the old beat-up blue collar town where I live, Kansas 
City, Kansas, we still have public schools from that era with the 
names of Emerson, Whittier, Fiske, Twain, Ware, and Lowell.  
Another one, no longer a school, but surviving as a community arts 
center has the name of Alcott.  Probably students in these buildings, 
and even their teachers, have little or no idea of the achievements 
embodied in such names.  What happened to poetry in this country?
In the dark times of the 1950s, Tom McGrath was already a name to 
conjure with, in the left-wing literary underworld.  With his friends 
and comrades he brought the California Quarterly to life, along with 
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a kindred magazine called Coastlines—a heritage beautifully 
compiled in a 2002 anthology, Poets of the Non-Existent City: Los 
Angeles in the McCarthy Era.  
In America there’s a kind of trajectory for radical writers.  If they 
can survive into their Seventies, they start getting recognition, in 
their Eighties they are republished, invited back to places that had 
once driven them out or merely ignored them, and if they reach their 
Nineties, they are officially elevated to Parnassus.  Something like 
all that happened to Tom, but in point of fact, at an earlier age, he 
returned to his native North Dakota, where he became a professor of 
English, at the state university in Fargo, and later at neighbouring 
Moorhead in Minnesota.  This journal published a first collection of 
documents and memoirs under the rubric of Dream Champ, in its 
Fall 1982 issue.  Mike Hazard made a first-rate documentary on 
Tom’s life and poetry, which is still available, now on DVD. 
Reginald Gibbons at TriQuarterly assembled an issue of interviews 
and tributes, which was reprinted by the University of Illinois Press. 
The Loft in Minneapolis organized a Ceili for him in 1986--a 
memorable three day event, marking his 70th birthday.  Friends and 
fellow writers came from around the region and from around the 
country.  After his death in 1990, there was a memorial event in 1991 
at a labour union hall in Chicago.  So in spite of severe and painful 
health problems in his later years, Tom McGrath received real 
literary and social recognition.  “I always had an audience,” he once 
observed.
Now that audience is rewarded with a substantial, even monumental 
volume of new and reprinted memoirs, interviews, poems and 
photographs.  Rather surprisingly, it is published by the Presses 
Universitaires de la Méditerranée in France, as part of a long-
standing series on English language literature.  The co-editor Vincent 
Dussol, wrote his doctoral dissertation on McGrath, and he is 
presently a lecturer at the Université Paul-Valéry in Montpellier.  
The other co-editor is Pamela Sund, a writer, painter and educator 
who was a student and friend of Tom’s in the 1980s.  
The book is divided into four main sections: interviews, memoirs, 
critical essays, and biography.  The lead-off in the first section is a 
round table discussion conducted by Studs Terkel, with Reginald 
Gibbons, Michael Anania, and Alice McGrath, with a message from 
Adrienne Rich.  It’s informal and personal, with lovely moments 
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such as those related by Anania, recalling a discussion at Swallow 
Press about how to print McGrath’s long lines in Letter, when he and 
the publisher were in a taxi cab in Chicago: “. . . The taxi driver 
pulled up at a stop sign and turned around and said, ‘Are you talking 
about Tom McGrath?’ I said, ‘Yes.’  And he said, ‘He’s the only 
poet worth reading in America today.  You should publish it 
however it requires to be published.’  And the same thing happened 
to me in a bar once.  I was talking to somebody about poetry and a 
Greek sailor turned to me and said, ‘There are only two poets worth 
reading in the world today: Nazim Hikmet and Tom McGrath.’”  
That’s what Tom meant when he said he always had an audience.
An interview with Sterling Plumpp explores McGrath’s affinities 
with Native Americans and African-Americans growing out of his 
own experience on the hard-scrabble farms of the Midwest, “that 
stretches beyond earth, that stretches beyond the Milky Way and 
probably embraces the entire universe.”   This is followed by an 
interview with Robert Bly, who emphasizes Tom’s exclusion from 
the literary elite of the East Coast; as is often the case with Bly, the 
focus is diffuse, but vibrant with all manner of humorous anecdotes 
and pithy philosophical observations.  
The section of memoirs begins with Larry Woiwode recalling his 
meetings with McGrath over the years, including the text of his 
speech accepting the designation as Poet Laureate of North Dakota, 
in which he declared that McGrath should have long before had that 
honour.  Dale Jacobson, one of McGrath’s students who became a 
poet in his own right, describes the Viet Nam War days and Tom’s 
role as teacher and activist.   There’s a remarkable passage where 
Jacobson recounts his initiation into political understanding.  When 
Jacobson “peremptorily” declared he “already knew Marx . . . He 
looked at me carefully for a moment and asked, ‘What have you 
read?’  When I tried to defend myself by saying that I ‘knew’ 
Marxism, he simply asked, in a tone of genuine curiosity with no 
hint of rebuke, ‘Why do you say such a thing, Dale, when it’s not so?  
Why do you say that?’  At the time I couldn’t articulate that I lived in 
a culture that reduces complexities to simplistic absolutes, so I said 
nothing.  Tom proceeded on with his initial instruction as if I hadn’t 
interrupted him.  He was a patient teacher and his purpose wasn’t to 
prove me wrong but to plant an inquiry like seed.”  This is splendid, 
because not every writer wants to admit his own foolishness as a 
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young student: it’s a marvellous moment, and one that required real 
courage to transmit to posterity.
Mark Vinz, McGrath’s colleague in Moorhead for twenty years, 
explains: “What amazes me most is that even for a man of Tom’s 
outspoken political and poetical opinions, I never felt I had to simply 
write what he wanted me to write, nor, do I think, did any of his 
students . . . he had the ability to meet those he worked with 
wherever they were at the time and help them onward from there.”  
This is followed by a photographic reprint of pages of a Vinz poem 
on which McGrath wrote detailed critical comments.
One of the complicated aspects of McGrath’s writing—and his 
life—is his political views, especially the Communist element.  
Several contributors to this volume explore this problem in various 
ways, but Lewis Lubka takes it on directly.  Arriving in Fargo in 
1973, unaware that McGrath lived in the area, but already knowing 
his poetry, Lubka quickly got acquainted: “We were WWII Army 
vets, and we had both been blacklisted and hounded out of good jobs 
by the FBI.”  There are warmly etched accounts of gatherings at 
Tom’s house, including a group that undertook the study of 
Marxism, culminating in the formation of a Communist Party club: 
“Tom maintained membership until death.”  There’s a fine section on 
a trip Lubka made with McGrath to Portugal, at the time of the 
revolution there.
I recall my only visit to Moorhead, circa 1980, when I and my family 
stayed briefly with Tom.  In conversation he emphasized that more 
than being “unaffiliated far left,” he was back in the Communist 
Party.  He did say that he felt there was not enough attention to 
“illegal” work, and that he had been successful in getting some 
younger comrades to put up anti-Contra slogans in some public 
places in town.  I noticed one of these roughly painted on a railroad 
underpass.
The next memoir is by Rick Watson, a professor at Minot State 
University, who presents an intriguing picture of McGrath attending 
a literary symposium at the Benedictine Abbey in Richardton, North 
Dakota, organized by the Lutheran Church—a confluence that in 
past centuries would have been inconceivable.  Watson, also a 
Lutheran minister, explains that McGrath was cordial the whole 
time:  “. . like a good fellow of the community there, as if he truly 
knew that the guest can create hospitality and fellowship as well as 
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the host.”
The memoir section concludes with a very long, detailed essay by 
Jack Beeching, who was of McGrath’s generation, and who recounts 
encounters not only in North Dakota, but in European venues when 
Tom was travelling.  These were rather bohemian scenes, when 
money was scarce, but good food and wine enlivened every evening.  
Beeching is a wonderful source for first-hand evocations of the 
radical Left culture of London at the end of World War II, as well.  
There’s a short poem by Beeching by way of a coda, “To the 
Memory of Thomas McGrath.” 
The third section of this volume consists of four critical essays on 
diverse topics.  David Pink contends that McGrath must be 
considered as a Romantic poet—a view that I admit on first reading, 
I considered incorrect.  For instance, Tom disliked the poetry of 
Shelley, hardly ever talked about Wordsworth, and didn’t fancy 
Whitman much either.  I would have thought him a Modern poet, 
and not a Romantic at all.  However, Pink provides much to reflect 
on, and aptly cites long passages from Letter that are in large 
measure wondrous expansive poetry about Nature.  Less 
convincingly, Pink argues for “the theological component in 
McGrath’s work.”  How can a poet who time and again proclaimed 
his atheist be “theological”?  Furthermore, unlike Wordsworth or 
Coleridge, for example, McGrath never “escapes” into Nature as one 
“too long in city pent.”  The late Raymond Williams, in his 
influential book Culture and Society, held that the mainstream of 
Romantic poets did want to escape the horrors of industrialization, 
into an idealized world of Nature.  However, rather than try to work 
all this out in a brief review, I will simply note the difficulty of these 
issues.  The inclusion of Pink’s essay is not a weakness, but a 
strength, because he wants us to look at McGrath’s poetry in a way 
that is challenging.
Vincent Dussol, co-editor of this volume, contributes a pleasing and 
thoughtful essay on “music as metaphor” in McGrath’s poetry.  He 
cites comments by McGrath in interviews, about his father singing 
folk songs and reciting old ballads, and proceeds to explore the many 
ways in which jazz and blues motifs surface.  He wrote poems like 
“Blues for Cisco Houston” and “Gone Away Blues.”  The essay is 
really something of a tour-de-force, with references to Communist 
writers like Aragon, to Richard Wright, and the whole affinity of 
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1930s radical leftists to African-American culture and music. 
Explications of key “musical” poems are detailed and adroitly 
etched.  Dussol cites an aside by McGrath in an interview, that music 
per se is not “a primary thing with me.”  That’s fascinating, because 
whole expansive sections of Letter cry out to be set to music.  Rick 
Watson, cited above, has written songs to some of the poems: have 
they been recorded?  And there’s that long bizarre concluding 
passage of the Christmas section of Letter, a wild burlesque oratorio 
in which the Holy Ghost speaks in the patois of a Jamaican 
Rastafarian.  What contemporary composer has the capacity to set 
this to music?!
A long essay by Dale Jacobson deals with what he calls the 
“Communal Ego,” and attempts to grapple with persisting claims 
that McGrath was really at heart religious in some manner.  Here he 
takes direct issue with David Pink, and also with E.P. Thompson.  
The visionary experiences in Letter arise not from dogmas, whether 
religious or not, but from McGrath’s own experiences.  Thus his 
famous episode of experiencing “satori”—this cannot be viewed as a 
conversion to Buddhism or anything like that.  Subsequent passages 
of this extended essay deal with thinkers like Freud and Marcuse, 
sometimes in prose that seems to me dense to the point of opacity.  
But the important thing that emerges here is McGrath’s importance 
as a philosophical poet par excellence.  
McGrath’s exclusion from the “mainstream” of respectable academic 
poets is the theme of Linda McCarriston’s essay, but also his 
insistence on the importance of the “bardic” role of a poet wholly 
engaged in the social struggles of his era.  Official poetry, she notes, 
became “domesticated” and safe.  She makes one point that McGrath 
embraced “Native American, rather than feminist” knowledge in 
Letter.  My fellow poet and film critic Prairie Miller noted, after 
reading a copy of Letter I had sent along to her, that women in 
McGrath’s work are alluring and sexual beings, but they are not 
often intellectual comrades.  It does seem to me that Letter, for 
instance, is mostly a “man’s world”—of work, of war, and social 
conflict.  Women are not wholly absent of course, but I think 
McCarriston is trying to say, the modern feminist movement was not 
his focus.  That said, I must add that his comrade Meridel LeSueur 
intensely admired Tom’s work, and once exclaimed: “I loved the 
bastard.”  And I have to add also that my wife, a tough Irish-
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American of the Fenian persuasion, was charmed by Tom’s 
gallantry.  Of the parade of radical writers that passed through our 
house in the late 1970s to early 1980s, Tom was her favourite guest.
The final main section of this volume is devoted to biography, and 
leads off with a selection of previously unpublished photographs,.  
Pamela Sund’s ensuing essay is a masterpiece of writing that will be 
essential for all future biographies, since it concentrates on the early 
years, and incorporates family memories, especially from Tom’s 
brother Martin, and his sister Kathleen.  In addition, there’s a sketch 
of McGrath’s later life, from his days at Oxford, to his contentions 
with the FBI, and his eventual academic homecoming back in North 
Dakota and Minnesota.  Similarly crucial to future biographers is 
Dale Jacobson’s “Addendum” on the tragic episode in which 
McGrath shot a man to death while defending his estranged wife 
Eugenia.  As Jacobson was a witness to what happened, the account 
is first-hand and surely accurate, however painful to read.  This 
section concludes with short but moving tributes to Tom from 
Nicaraguan writers Claribel Alegria and Sergio Ramirez.  Their 
inclusion underlines a constant theme, that Tom McGrath was 
known and respected internationally. 
Concluding the book is a long and thorough bibliography by Dussol, 
which lists all of McGrath’s published books (and reviews of them as 
well), plus published interviews, books and other sources on 
McGrath, film scripts and notes on archives. 
This collection, in sum, provides a wealth of biographical and critical 
material about one of the most beloved, respected and creative 
writers who ever came out of the American Midwest.  Its diverse 
views are a testament to the complexity of his mind and his work, for 
us now, and for generations to come. 

Thomas McGrath: Start the Poetry Now, Ed. by Pamela Sund and 
Vincent Dussol.   Monpellier: Presses Universitaires de la 
Méditerranée, 2011.  pp. 332, 23 euros pb.

* * *
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PHILOSOPHERS’ NOSES : AN EXCHANGE OF VIEWS

Ron Horsefield – Ernie Royle

Photos of Gilbert Ryle are rare so when I came across one in AJ 
Ayer’s autobiography in a charity shop in Buxton I bought it. I 
quickly skimmed through the text which seemed very self-
propagandist. The words “clever Freddie Ayer” occur repeatedly but 
I think this is an over-estimate. I think the fucker just seemed clever 
because he spoke very fast and had a pointy nose. Perhaps a 
somewhat inadequate critique and in no way engaging in the polemic 
offered by Language Truth and Logic. But it’s obvious; the mad fuck 
has got a very pointy nose. It helps too if you’re on radio and TV. 
Gilbert was gobsmacked when Ayer got the Waynefleet 
professorship (according to Magee). He’d been starring on the Brains 
Trust. And even now we find that other lightweight charlatan Susan 
Greenfield being touted for Chancellor of Oxford just because she’s 
appeared on the box talking about brains. The analogue of a pointy 
nose with women would be no tits.
Then in Parkinson’s Southport bookshop I picked up Ryle’s 
Dilemmas – probably no longer in print. Ryle does a star turn on 
Zeno’s paradox of Achilles and the Tortoise. He picks over this 
weird carcass so much that I began to wonder if he wasn’t quite mad. 
The tortoise has a hundred yards start but when Achillles covers that 
distance it’s an inch or two further on. When A travels the inch or 
two the tortoise is a fraction of an inch further on. So obviously A 
never catches the tortoise – right? No, don’t be daft; no fucker in 
their right mind believes Achilles doesn’t overtake the tortoise. What 
bookie would give odds on Achilles? So what’s all the fuss about? A 
later commentator Jonathan Barnes (brother of Julian) in The Pre-
Socratic Philosophers (1979) illuminatingly observes that this was 
Zeno’s satirical skit on the atomist theory. Zeno believed, with 
Parmenides, that the world was one indivisible ball of snot. And 
when you started believing in tiny particles and started dividing them 
up you got barmy results like the uncatchable tortoise. So even Zeno 
didn’t believe it. One is reminded of Schopenhauer’s remark that 
when we come across a surprising result in logic we don’t change 
our view of reality we go back to logic to find our where it went 
wrong. Why didn’t Gilbert just say that applying an analysis of the 



THE CRAZY OIK – ISSUE 17

problem based on a never ending binomial series was wrong-headed 
full stop? Because he was a professional philosopher that’s why. In 
fact, if you ask me, Ryle was greatly overrated and only got where he 
was because of his bluff hail-fellow-well-met manner and the fact 
that he had a pointy nose. (John Lee tells me he was a good sport in 
the pub though John himself must have been well pissed since he 
couldn’t recognise Ryle’s photo 45 years later) And another thing, 
while we’re on the subject of Ryle’s reputation. I came across this in 
Isaiah Berlin’s The Age of Enlightenment (1956) “Locke may almost 
be said to have invented the notion of common sense” (p31 OUP 
paperback edition 1979). How does this stack up against Ryle’s story 
about making exactly this point to Russell in the dining car of a train. 
“By God I think you’re right Ryle!” exclaimed Bert. Didn’t that 
pointy nosed plagiarist pinch this off Isaiah? Poor old I.B. did appear 
on the wireless and finally got the Order of Merit but he never was as 
famous as clever Freddie Ayer or as influential as Gilbert Ryle. And 
why was this? The poor Jewish schmuck didn’t have a pointy nose. 
(He did, however, talk very fast – he made Ayer look like a yokel 
whose just been asked what the noumenon was – but maybe there’s 
an optimum speed and he exceeded it)
A Philosopher Replies: 
I really must protest in the strongest language concerning the 
libelous attack on one of Britain’s finest 20th century philosophers. 
Horsefield asserts that Ryle bangs on aimlessly about Zeno’s 
Achilles and the Tortoise paradox when the falsity of the proposition 
is immediately evident to even the most stupid reader. He had 
acquired a copy of Ryle’s Dilemmas and was disappointed by the 
master’s inconclusive remarks. May I suggest that the fault rather 
lies in his own idiotic incomprehension of this lucid text, and further 
that he never got to the end of this short (17 page) essay. Had he 
done so he would have encountered the remark:

We were talking in the logician’s tone of voice about what 
makes things happen, and then in the nursemaid's tone of 
voice about connexions between truths. Similarly here we 
have been talking, so to speak, in one breath with the sporting 
reporter of a newspaper, and in another breath with our 
mathematics master, and so find ourselves describing a sprint 
in terms of numerators and denominators and of relations 
between fractions in terms of efforts and despairs. 



PHILOSOPHERS’ NOSES

55

Dilemmas p53
Horsefield, in his blundering polemic, anticipates Ryle’s point 
exactly when he says that it is entirely inappropriate to recruit the 
binomial theorem to analyse a race. Was this the apercu of a talented 
primitive à la Kaspar Hauser? Was it an ironic wind-up by an 
undeclared Ryle scholar? Or was it the lucky hit of a mindless 
meathead lashing about blindly at a target he can’t even see? My 
money’s on the last option. 
We are then treated to a quite preposterous allegation of plagiarism 
vis a vis the Russian semite Isaiah Berlin. It is true that Berlin’s 
published assertion that Locke invented commonsense (1956) 
precedes Ryle’s published corroboration:

A good many years ago, I happened to be sitting with Earl 
Russell in the restaurant-car of a train to North Wales. 
Somehow our conversation turned to John Locke and I put to 
Russell this very question, perhaps with some hyperbole: 
‘Why is it that, although nearly every youthful student of 
philosophy both can and does in about his second essay refute 
Locke’s entire Theory of Knowledge, yet Locke made a 
bigger difference to the whole intellectual climate of mankind 
than anyone had done since Aristotle?’ Russell agreed that 
the facts were so, and suggested, on the spur of the moment, 
an answer which dissatisfied me. He said, ‘Locke was the 
spokesman of Common Sense.’ Almost without thinking I 
retorted impatiently, ‘I think Locke invented Common 
Sense.’ To which Russell rejoined ‘By God, Ryle I believe 
you are right. No one ever had Common Sense before John 
Locke—and no one but Englishmen have ever had it since.’
John Locke  from Collected Papers Vol 1. originally 
delivered as a lecture in July 1967 to the Summer School at 
the University of Edinburgh

We do not know to how many years earlier Ryle adverts in this 
extract. We might even attribute the insight to Russell. But surely the 
remark Almost without thinking I retorted impatiently suggests that 
Ryle is not recycling an observation he got from Berlin. The fact is 
probably that this assessment of Locke’s contribution was 
commonplace and even banal in philosophical circles at Oxford. 
Anyone from the clever Freddie Ayer, Jack leg-biter Austin, Gilbert 
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himself, to that stand-up comedian Isaiah Berlin (I believe Stanley 
Unwin was a pupil of his) could have said it. This is not an important 
crux.
Finally it is surely the height of lunacy to categorise philosophers by 
the shape of their noses. This has echoes of the Third Reich where 
this critical dimension appeared on identity papers. I myself have 
rather a bulbous hooter, much-pitted and red, I also speak slowly, 
usually because I’m eating or drinking. My friend, on the other hand, 
is a tobacco auctioneer who can recite the first chapter of Finnegans 
Wake in 60 seconds, his nose is so sharp he can cut out articles from 
a newspaper simply by drawing it across the page; he is, however, an 
illiterate who has to have his wife tie his shoelaces. Therefore I 
concede to no-one on a comparison of noses. I’ll warrant Horsefield 
has a long pointy snitch and gabbles incoherently much of the time. 
People who fail to understand the intricacies of a difficult discipline 
often slide into superficial ad hominem explanations for the power 
and influence of obscure works of genius. Thus Kant became 
renowned because he had a good wine cellar and was celebrated by 
Thomas de Quincey. Marx persuaded two thirds of the world to 
adopt Communism because they felt sorry for him having all those 
carbuncles on his arse. And Wittgenstein dominated late 20th century 
philosophy because he liked to relax watching American Westerns 
(just like us) and preferred deck chairs to a decent G plan suite 
(furniture which no self-respecting academic would be seen dead 
with). 
I hope you find room for this corrective epistle in the next Crazy 
Oik. It would be a tragedy if such a gross misinterpretation of a great 
mind were allowed to stand. Horsefield would do better to apply 
himself diligently to Ryle’s not too extensive texts, written, as they 
are, in a fine no-nonsense style rather than muddy the waters with his 
silly fantasies and skits. I blame his tutor (John Lee) – whom I 
believe knew Ryle and is a close friend of the modern Ryle scholar 
Tony Palmer. 
Yours - Ernie Royle (no relation to either Joe, Jim or Gilbert)
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INLAND BEACH HUT (IV)
David Birtwistle

That morning he woke up to a great silence. He had now experienced 
living in his shed through storm and tempest, through lashing rain 
and gales; he’d been snowed in and iced up. He’d been out working 
the land in fine drizzle and under clouds of ponderous greyness. 
He’d spent whole days sogging wet and drenched to the bone and the 
more he experienced it the more he loved it. With the help of the 
wisdom of the ancient Chiefs and Medicine Men he had come to 
discern twenty different shades of mist and murk and abysmal 
greyness in this new, evolving eco-system of his. And he 
remembered the words of the great Blackfoot warrior. “What is life? 
It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It is the breath of a buffalo in 
the wintertime. It is the little shadow which runs across the grass and 
loses itself in the sunset.” And here, on the side of the hills, just a 
mile or two this side of the Yorkshire border he had gone almost 
completely native and he felt wonderful for it. Through the silence 
he heard the call of a blackbird. It was as though it were calling to 
him.
In the lull and the peace and quiet he wandered over to the farm track 
and climbed up the steps he’d put into the hillside. There on top was 
the digging machine at rest as he’d first seen it. There was no-one 
about and the machine looked for all the world like a rusty Anthony 
Gormley sculpture. His old mate Pete’s friend Charlie Grimsworthy 
had sabotaged the drilling rig on three separate occasions and the 
company had given up. They decided that the amount of gas in the 
shale below wasn’t worth the effort. They had sold the land back to 
the farmer Silas Scroggins for a pittance since they had scraped off a 
lot of the top soil and it was effectively unproductive as grazing. It 
looked like a spoil heap. Since the farmer could only conceive of the 
land as grazing, Jim had given Scroggins a piece of his mind, a bottle 
of Hemlock Chardonnay and bought the field himself for what the 
drillers paid for it. Since he had a bob or two in the bank Jim thought 
this was money well spent. It was now in safe hands for perpetuity. 
He’d put in two thousand trees in the twenty acre site. This would be 
his own Sacred Forest. Scroggins, wise in the ways of the rural 
world, put the wine out in bowls for the foxes that were raiding his 
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chickens and bought himself a tractor with massive tyres so he could 
play with it like a new Tonka Toy.
He realised that life here was in his blood; he’d found himself. 
Wealthy mansions down south and beach huts worth a hundred 
thousand had nothing on being hidden up on the Pennines spending 
your days creating something out of almost nothing. He had started 
to feel the rhythm of the seasons and when he talked aloud to himself 
he thought he sounded like a seasoned brave. He thought Harry, up 
there in the Great Hunting Ground in the Sky, would be proud of him 
and he thought Harry’s hero, Great Harwood Hughes the famous 
recluse, though he knew absolutely nothing about him, was emerging 
as a role model well worth emulating. His potatoes were in the 
ground and well fettled, his tomatoes and chillies and peppers were 
coming on indoors and his broad beans had sprouted under wraps. 
The stream that ran through his land had filled up his pond, he had 
made a hen coop and a fenced run, and he had cemented in a metal 
pole and attached a lightweight long rope for when he got himself a 
goat. He thanked The Great Spirit for his blessings. He had taught 
himself how to give all his attention to the sound of the wind and he 
had acquired a yurt or tepee as he preferred it so that when it was 
cold he had somewhere uncluttered to sit out of the icy blast for 
indeed his Beach Hut was not for muddy moccasins. Unfortunately 
there were very few buffalo hides hereabouts so he had gone to the 
Charity shop and bought two old fur coats. His mate Pete’s friend 
Eileen, or Passing Water as he liked to call her, had unpicked the furs 
and re-stitched them in the manner of the plains Indian tribes. He 
could sit in his tepee, clear his mind and listen to the earth and the 
sound of his rhubarb growing for hours.
As he clambered down from surveying his eco-kingdom for the third 
time that day, a figure emerged round the bend in the farm track. 
Sometimes he didn’t see a soul for days on end. Occasionally there 
were a few ramblers, sometimes a couple on mountain bikes but a 
solitary was rare. This one was dressed in wellies, anorak, baseball 
cap and carried a bucket in one hand and a fishing rod in the other. It 
was a young lad with a mouth full of metal braces clamping his 
teeth. He waited until he came alongside. 
“Caught anything?” 
“A few tidddlers, mister. A gudgeon and a few perch.” 
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“What you gonna do with them?” 
“Want to buy ‘em mister? They’d go well in that pond of yours. 
Right eco-habitat, if you know what I mean. Native species.” 
“How did you know I had a pond?” 
“Ah. Well. This is what we find. You have it to do.” He was 
beginning to sound like a chip off the old block and he actually 
wondered if he’d ever known his mother. 
“Will this do?” 
“Thanks mister.” 
“Who else knows about the pond?” 
“Nobody else, mister. I’m not daft. Can I have a look?” The amount 
of metal under his top lip made him say ‘Sh’ for ‘S’.
This was the first time anyone had asked to come onto his land and 
the first time he had had any sort of visitor other than the farmer. But 
something about the way this lad spoke chimed in with his own 
thinking. Together they tipped the bucket into the pond and watched 
the fish slowly swim off into the depths. They both stood there in 
silence long after the fish had disappeared. 
“I can bring more if you like.” 
“Yes I’d like that.” 
“Proper nature reserve here. Can I have a look round? I promish I 
won’t tell.” He showed the boy round the outer edges of the land, 
then the cloughs where he’d planted trees then the raised beds where 
he’d defy the odds and grow vegetables in this acidic bog-land. He 
pointed out his shed and his poly-tunnel. The lad seemed well 
impressed.  
“That poly-tunnel of yours will lengthen the growing season by 
weeks up here.  Hey! What’s that?” The boy had spotted the tepee 
which he thought was truly hidden down the dip in the angle of the 
land. “It’s straight out of my geogy project at school.”
Over a hot cup of tea and a dunking of digestives in the wigwam 
roles seemed to reverse and he became the one who started to ask 
questions of the young lad. 
“What’s this geogy project about then?”  
“Prince Rupert.” 
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“You’ll have to tell me who he is.” 
“Not a he. A place. In British Columbia. The City of Rainbows. 
Canada’s wettest city. A hundred and two inches of precipitation. 
Least amount of sunshine annually. People who can’t stand sunlight 
go there for their holidays. Should be twinned with round here.” Two 
or three bells rang in his dim and distant memory like ships horns in 
fog.  Whales off the coast, Grizzly Bears up country. The winter 
village of the Nine Tribes of the First Nation, the Eagle Clan of the 
Tsimshian Warriors. It’s a matriarchal society……… 
“What do you think of my buckskin kit?” 
“Great, mister. Shoeshone. Wicked! Solid!!!” 
“Don’t call me ‘mister’ I’m ‘Grey Cloud’ and come with me.”
Eileen or ‘Passing Water’ as she preferred it, now measured the Boy 
there and then. With both of them mesmerised by her speed and 
dexterity on the Iron Stitching Horse, she turned him into a fully 
fledged Mohawk brave in half an hour flat. ‘He Who Carries Rod for 
Fish’ and ‘Grey Cloud’ had now to decide whether they ought to 
learn to ride a horse or whether to be foot hunters and scouts. 
“We’ll stay on foot for now, Grey Cloud. I want to test my new 
moccasins out.” 
“You have go home to elders? You go school?” Jim was now 
speaking like Grey Cloud. 
“It’s OK I’m on half term and I’m sure my mum will let me camp 
out.” 
“You dwell in wigwam, I dwell in white man’s log cabin. You sure 
you no get in heap big trouble?” 
“Me Ok, sithee Chief. But you’re right. I’d better tell mi mum.”
For the next hour Chief Grey Cloud filled small trays with John 
Innes Number One and planted sprinklings of seeds. He gave them 
all name tags and draped them with fleece and placed them on the 
bench in his polytunnel. At this time of the year you can never be 
sure we’ll not have a cold snap. 
“Prezzie!” He Who Carries Rod for Fish said re-emerging from the 
rain. He handed the Chief a bag of large shallots. “We could try them 
in the tunnel for an early crop, Chief.” The words ‘block’ ‘chip’ and 
‘old’ were hardly adequate to describe Jim’s feelings. 
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“What about your dad?” 
“He’s run off with a floozie. My mam’s taught me to look after 
myself. I told her about you and she thinks you sound like a good 
role model.” Jim was almost speechless. He must know her. 
“Well……. I’ll try to be.”
They tidied the plastic indoor dome together in silence. The Chief 
arranged all the things on the staging, the apprentice swept the path 
and the paving. During the showers they would stop and listen to the 
rain drumming on the thin, transparent canopy that sheltered them. 
“What are you going to be when you grow up?” 
“Weatherman at Met Office.” 
“You know about weather then, do you?” 
“Type of clouds we get round here are Altostratus and 
Stratocumulus, that’s either grey sheets or heavy leaden skies – 
Where you get your name from! Did you know clouds reflect short 
wave radiation from the…………” Jim knew that this role model 
malarky might turn out to be one hell of a to-do.. 
Over the next few weeks they planted the shallots and the broad 
beans  and started potting up plants under wraps in their plastic 
hideout. Jim got  a book on hedge laying and they both swotted up 
on it. The birds started  singing loudly and preparing for their nesting 
season, the days lengthened  and the land slowly started to warm up. 
“What do you know about global  warming? I mean, will we be able 
to grow olives?”  
“Well, we might. But  from what I’ve read at school it could mean 
all sorts of things including  disasters.” 
“Do you mean droughts and deserts?” 
“Well, if the ice melt  hits the Gulf Stream it could mean the 
opposite. We’d be in for the big freeze.” After weeks of increasing 
peacefulness of mind Jim was  reminded of the fragility of life on 
planet earth. The next Apocalyptic  disaster loomed. It could be 
worse than a nuclear Chernobyl, a gigantic  tsunami, asteroid impact, 
revoking the green belt laws and building on farmland!! Jim felt that 
he needed more than just a rotation plan for his  crops, he needed to 
prepare for the complete breakdown of society as we know it. He 
remembered the words of a Mohican Chief, “When it comes  time to 
die, be not like those whose hearts are filled with fear. Sing your  
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song and die like a hero going home.” Well he wasn’t going to go 
without a shout and not for a long time yet. And something about the 
lad’s mother………

* * *

Oikus – 100 words exactly

Parents Evening: ‘Block’ ‘Chip’ and ‘Old’.

Miss Heatherington particularly wanted to see Jenny’s parents. As a 
prospective Lib-Dem councillor she had a sensitive ear for any 
intrusion of politics into school life. She’d had to be very careful 
herself. At 7.35 she spotted them. “Ah. Good to see you. I’ve been 
wanting a word. Last week I gave the title ‘My Very Own 
Superpower’. Jenny wrote the most sensitive three page story - 
‘Flying’. I gave her an ‘A’. This week’s title was ‘If I Could Bring 
Back Something Extinct.’ It must be something she heard at home or 
somewhere. She just wrote one word, ‘Socialism’.

In the Greenhouse.

He was chewing on a Dorset Naga as he watered the tomatoes and 
pondered on our changing weather patterns. He’d read that the north 
would get wetter and the south would have longer, drier summers. 
‘I’ve got to learn to be adaptable. Go back to old ideas, apply some 
socialist principles to gardening. Everything’s change. No continuity. 
Local parks are contracted out. No apprenticeships anymore. How 
will the next lot get as good a grounding as we did? Who’ll pass it all 
on?’ His wife came in with a cup of tea. “Baby’s just said her first 
few phrases……Ma-ma… Da-da……Dialectical materialism.”

David Birtwistle



63

TANNER

CREATION

Every day he comes in and buys loads of shit,
he clearly doesn’t work
but he’s got loads of kids
which is WHY 
he has all day every day
to come in and buy loads of shit
WITH his kids
and I’m trying to scan all his shit
and his kids punch the checkout buttons,
‘Wha thee like, ay?’
he beams with pride
as they block the scanner
and climb on the conveyor belt,   
‘Aren’t thee characters, ay?’ 
while they tear open products in the trolley
demanding I swoon
at his effortless flesh turds,
his frustrated super ego
dispensed into numerous faces
to get in my face ...
Well you know what? 
these poems 
these bastard rants 
I spit out 
are my children,
they are of me
and in my image
and I’ve decided that 
anything of my image 
is amazing too
so my poems
shall come into the shops you work at
during your 3rd hour of overtime 
and knock the displays of tinned goods down
with big shit-eating grins 
as you clean up their mess, 
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I shall feed my poems 
all sorts of greasy microwave shite 
because I can’t be arsed cooking for them
and watch their arses get fatter,

my poems will throw half-chewed liquorice 
at you in the cinema,

they’ll ride on the bus for half the price you pay 
and tear the seats out for you,

my poems will support a different sports team to your poems
and knife you for it, 
my poems will beat up your fancy poems
for being to posh,
so much as look at my poems
and I’ll have you branded a dirty poem-fiddler
and burn your house down,

I’ll let my poems tart themselves up
and hit the clubs,
they’ll neck Aftershocks 
until their little poem stomachs haemorrhage
smashing up bus stops
and raiding shops 
because society hasn’t paid them enough attention,   

my poems shall open their little poem legs 
for the nearest bloke,
spawning more and more poems
off more and more blokes
to bleed dry for publishing maintenance,      
my poems shall multiply 
at a violent rate

and sit around all day   
soaking up every last penny 
of your taxes

and while they’re at it
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I’ll tell you my poems are actually the 
FUTURE,
actually.
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THE FUNERAL
John Lee

Rain! Not the usual Manchester drizzle but pulsating gusts that drove 
through your plastic mac and ran down the inside of your trouser 
legs like an unfinished piss. Rain on the Cheshire plain obscuring 
and blurring Petrochemicals, the industrial site that had recently 
dispatched a cloud of poisonous gas over Sale moor. Rain all down 
the Mersey, and worst of all rain hammering on Chorlton’s 
uncovered bus station where after a night on the pop we waited for 
the last bus home.
“When’s it going to bloody stop? It’s three days now.”
He was staying with me to make the arrangements for his dad’s 
funeral. He could hardly stay at his place the way things were now.
“This is God’s country son.” exclaimed a half drowned police 
sergeant pushing his unridable bike  along the sodden pavement and 
past the bus-stop where we stood
“So why is he pissing all over it?” We never heard his reply as at that 
moment our bus arrived deluging him with the contents of the murky 
gutter. That seemed like a double victory for us. 
“Serve him right. Teach him to mind his own business.”
I nodded in agreement with Richard’s comments and followed him 
up the steps and on to a vacant back seat where our semi-drunken 
conversation continued as we lurched forward and backward on our 
journey to my place.
“I wonder if you’d do us a favour tomorrow and run mam and me to 
see the old feller lying in state at the funeral parlour. It’s near the 
Lloyds. We could get a few pints in. She wouldn’t mind. You know 
she likes a glass and you could sit there while we do the business. 
It’ll only be half an hour at the most.”
No-one can foresee the future. It seemed like no problem and I knew 
he had no car so I agreed. It might not be too bad. Not too much of a 
problem. I knew she could be a bit weird, in fact completely 
crackers, though not all the time. I’d found this out the hard way 
when I first visited his house some years before.
I had just finished school and was awaiting National Service. He was 
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on vacation from his University Physics course. We had been at 
school together and I had been much impressed by his academic 
prowess but also by the way his wide reading and breadth of 
knowledge seemed to marry with and justify our collective anti-
authoritarian, anti-school attitudes. I learned how to spout assorted 
bits of Nietzsche, Kafka, Camus and Sartre which we were sure 
entitled us to sneer against uniforms, sports and school colours, 
prefects and a headmaster who as far as we were concerned could 
stick his Guadiamus Igitur up his arsehole. These were the days of 
Beats and Existentialism. I’m not sure I’d read any of them but this 
seemed no disadvantage. I joined him well into the night, lubricated 
by cheap wine and Boots inhalers. We discussed their ideas and their 
relationship to the human condition.  Though the funny fags had not 
yet arrived we emphasised our profundity with roll-neck sweaters 
and duffel-coats.
It had been many years earlier that I’d  accepted his invitation for a 
cup of tea and a fag at his place. That way we could continue the 
discussion  after the pub had closed for the afternoon. He lived on a 
nearby council estate which my father, the local mayor, had opened 
some ten years earlier with a speech about the importance of keeping 
the garden neat and tidy. "The garden is the window to the house” he 
used to say. No-one knew what he meant and, as our garden was like 
a Burmese jungle, mother and I put it down to his usual pontifical 
political bull-shit. He would have been pleased to see this garden. 
The tulips were formed in straight lines immaculately toeing the 
clean cut border of a well-cropped lawn. They were kept in order by 
a regimental garden gnome that stopped them marching off in the 
direction of the nearby council refuse tip from which occasional 
gusts of dust would blow a thin layer of powder  lightly covering 
most of Stretford.
The house too was clean and tidy though a little dowdy as might 
have been expected given that it was furnished with wartime utility 
furniture. He sat me on the settee and was about to go and find his 
Woodbines from what was now for him a temporary bedroom when 
his mother came in from the kitchen. She did not look well. Her face 
showed premature age with worry lines registering troubles which I 
immediately associated with my visit. This was unsettling so I forced 
a smile and said hello. This got no acknowledgement, instead she 
looked at him with a furtive, inquisitive frown. He explained who I 
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was and what I was doing there but the frown and puzzlement 
remained. He left me to make the tea. She turned away and stood 
there in silence, her head facing the wall.
To lessen my embarrassment I surveyed the room. At the side of an 
arm chair was an empty electric socket presumably waiting the 
arrival of a black and white tele which in fact  didn’t  arrive for 
another five years. To the right of this was the fireplace surrounded 
by a light brown mantelpiece. On it stood a sepia wedding 
photograph. I recognised the bride as mam herself - a smiling, 
attractive young girl, carrying a bouquet of flowers, dressed in a 
Sunday best thirties style suit.
Eventually she broke the silence. She leaned over the armchair and 
in the direction of the plug socket she screamed.
“You bloody evil devil! Who do you think you are?”
Was she talking to me? No. She was addressing the  electric socket.  
I heard only her side of the conversation.
“Don’t you dare say that about me. You're at it again. None of it’s 
bloody true. You bloody bastard and he's the same.”
Time has obliterated much of her rant. It seemed to go on for 
minutes but this is probably an exaggeration on my part. Obviously I 
could play no part in it. I remained stum and was staring at the 
photograph when Harry, Richard’s younger brother came in from 
school.
“Mam’s at it again talking to the sockets” he shouted to Richard.  He 
smiled at me as if I should share the joke.
 “Who's this?”  She said to him referring to me.
“A friend of Richard’s from school.”
She gave me a broad smile, not unlike the one in the photograph. 
This was Hello. I had arrived.
Later, after she’d gone, Richard explained.
“She does this. She’s been in hospital for it. From time to time she 
shows all the signs of schizophrenia. What they never knew at school 
is that I had to go and section my own mother. But she’s got a point, 
they’ve been a bastard to her and the old feller won’t take 
responsibility. He won’t stand up for her. His sister always believed 
he married beneath himself and she treats mam with contempt. It’s 
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bloody ridiculous. For Christ’s sake he’s only a milkman!”
In the years that followed I sometimes had a pint with Richard and 
his dad. He was now married and lived some distance away. The dad 
was genial enough and told racy stories of life on and off the milk 
float and of his youth in Old Trafford where my mother had also 
spent her youth. Occasionally we would drink with Mam and though 
she was somewhat less forthcoming when she did speak she did at 
least address her conversation to us.
Anyway it was already dark when we picked her up to go to the 
funeral parlour and as she was ready and waiting I had no need to 
leave the car. She was of course dressed in her best to say goodbye to 
her life partner. She was nervous and quiet throughout the journey. 
This is why it seemed a good idea to go to the pub so she could 
acquire a little Dutch courage. On our arrival she didn’t appear to 
need it as she became positively ebullient, chattering, ordering a 
whiskey when Harry took orders for the first round. I had a pint of 
bitter. 
“I’ve often been here on my own” she announced “I will have 
another whiskey.”
It was my round. As she downed the next one fast Harry sized up the 
potential dangers of the  situation and reinstated the business of the 
trip.
“OK its time to go and say goodbye to the old man”. Her response 
surprised us both.
“Oh I'm not coming. I'll stay here with him and have another drink 
while you go”.
Harry was embarrassed but could hardly insist that she go and say 
farewell to her husband of some forty years. He left alone and 
crossed the road to make the arrangements. That was OK with me.  
She was beaming and leaned across the table to ask for another 
drink.
“I'll have another drink - a double whiskey”. Jesus! how much was 
this going to cost me? “Oh and I'll have some ginger with it - it'll 
make it last longer.”
It lasted the fifteen or so minutes until he returned and bought 
another round which included a half of bitter for her. I was feeling 
that I’d got the worst of things but then she really put the boot in.
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“Oh you will come tomorrow won’t you? We need to give him a 
good send off.” Before I could make a response she continued to 
Harry. “He wants to come - you know - because he was a friend of 
your dad’s”. It was game set and bloody match - well not quite.
Funerals had already provided newsworthy and eccentric moments in 
my life. There was the time of my mother’s funeral when just before 
the cremation my sister lobbed two cans of pears into the coffin with 
the explanation.
“She loved tinned pears and she made me promise that I’d do that in 
case she got hungry on the way to heaven.” I felt it necessary to 
inform the attendant unless they blew up in the furnace.
“Don’t worry about that” he said “I love tinned pears.”
Mother’s Irish friend Mary was distraught and afterwards exclaimed.
“She had a big shopping bag with her and I thought she was going to 
tip the lot in. They’d never have got the lid on.” Nobody pointed out 
that she’d forgotten the tin opener.
Then here was the funeral gathering for Uncle Billy when his daft 
brother-in-law Cyril, his mouth full of meat pie informed  Billy’s 
sister that
“I suppose you’ll be next.” She exploded in tears and the two sides 
of the family, never compatible at the best of times, retreated to the 
two sides of the room and the rift continues.
And then there was David’s funeral - but no more of that. The point 
is that I now understand what I previously did not. Funerals are a 
necessary feature of everyday life. All present are collectively 
expected to shift the deceased to a new scheme of relevancies. He or 
she is ceremonially moved from a what they are to what they were - 
the “is”  becomes a “was” and it is possible to move on. Each might 
now be expected to take up a new perspective on the dead in 
accordance with their past relationship - a perspective suffused with 
society’s cultural expectations. Generational waves of relatives and 
friends show their grief together and then usually find a way in their 
demeanour and topics of conversation to bring the company back to 
the business of their everyday existence. Children often play a 
significant role in this - after all they’re only kids – you’ve got to 
laugh – they’re just doing what kids do.
Well that might be the theory of it - the ideal - but not all funerals or 
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families are like that. The day of the funeral arrived and Harry and I 
drove round to his former house to accompany his mother and the 
coffin to the cemetery. The house was now a shambles, the garden 
derelict, covered in twitch and nettles save for the bare patches 
clearly marked out as latrines for local cats and dogs. A solitary elder 
tree survived in what otherwise appeared as an extension to the 
council refuse tip. In the house and waiting for us was Tom whose 
face, like the garden, was hidden by growth which in his case was a 
long greying beard which partly accounted for the game played by 
neighbouring children. They would creep to the front window and 
cry “Psycho-psycho-psycho”, whereupon he would chase them down 
the road, but never catch them. Apparently he now slept on the utility 
couch, now much older, broken at one end and painted with the 
remains of many dinners, under an igloo or carapace of old coats 
from which his head emerged when the tele was on. No-one knew 
whether he ever turned it off and as he didn’t go to work he didn’t 
need to fully undress. 
On this occasion however he was dressed and ready to go. He 
greeted me with a big smile. Harry’s greeting was much colder and 
matter of fact.
“Where’s mum? Is she ready to go?”
“Er that’s the problem”
“What do you mean the problem? Where is she?”
“She’s gone.” He said this with his childlike smile of innocence.
“For Fucks Sake!-Gone where?”
“Er - that’s the other problem. It may be the Robin but she may have 
gone on a crawl to Eccles or Chorlton - you know like she does.
“Oh No!” Richard exclaimed, having previously explained to me that 
on bad days she would do a pub-crawl, having no more than a glass 
at each pub. She might go to six pubs, sometimes getting the bus 
between them, avoiding contact with everyone; making sure that no-
one spoke to her. It was her public evaporation into anonymity
“Well we’ll just have to hope she comes back in time. We’ve only 
got ten minutes before the funeral director arrives. If not we’ll have 
to manage without her. You are now my mother substitute.” He said 
this to me with a forced grin. Ten minutes later there was a knock at 
the front door. Tom leapt up and before Richard could stop him he 
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rushed to answer it.
“It may be Mam.” It wasn’t, it was the funeral director in full pomp 
and dignity.
“Good morning, Is this the house of Mrs Wright?”
“Right.” Said Harry and stood there.
“Have I got the right house?”
“Probably.”
“Erm well perhaps I could have a word with the widow er Mrs 
Wright. Mr Wright’s widow. That’s all right isn't it?”
“No not really. She’s gone. She isn't here.”
“Jesus!” said Richard running to the door “I’ll deal with this.”
A conversation went on between them for ten minutes and the coffin 
was taken from upstairs and loaded on to the hearse. I retreated to the 
drive where I found myself alone with the director and to my horror I 
realised that I knew him. It was Brian, the son of a friend who had 
just finished his training and was therefore at the start of a new 
career.
“John! What the hell’s going on here?”  This was whispered in my 
ear.
“Search me. Best go with the flow. When you say its time to go let’s 
go.” He looked worried.
“OK but my job is to stay in the background - in the shadows as 
much as possible.”
This was to prove difficult. The rain continued so that when we 
arrived at the graveside we were greeted by a well soaked vicar who 
took us to the large hole in the ground that was rapidly filling with 
water. Thankfully he spouted his mumbo-jumbo with some rapidity. 
He read his sodden notes about the deceased as if he knew that 
nobody was listening. As he came to the earth to earth bit and after 
the coffin had been lowered Harry commented in a loud voice 
actually stopping the vicar.
“I’m not into this! Not in to it at all!”
But he nearly was into it as, in turning his back from the very rim of 
the grave, he beat the vicar to it by sending two huge sods thumping 
on to the coffin below. Worse than that the whole side with him on 
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top began to descend. Brian earned his month’s salary. He leapt from 
the shadows and with a flying tackle he netted Harry and pulled him 
to the side so that his descent to hell was at least postponed. The 
vicar had to shut his gaping mouth before he could resume and 
somewhat pointlessly throw even more muck onto the ever receptive 
dad. Earth to earth indeed.
I asked Brian how he’d managed the rescue and he told me that 
stories of mourners falling in the grave were common in the trade so 
that even if you stand in the shadows it’s best to be ready to deal 
with such eventualities. He did however acknowledge that clients 
like Harry were probably, or so he hoped, something of a rarity. By 
the time we arrived back at the house and even despite his mud 
impregnated trouser legs Harry not only recovered his composure he 
began to laugh at the ridiculousness of the whole event. Mam had not 
come back and of course there was no tea and potted meat 
sandwiches. Before we left he gave me a jar of elderberry jam that he 
had made himself from the tree in the garden. The top had leaked a 
sticky purple goo all over the pot and it stuck to my hands and spread 
on my suit. I threw it like a hand grenade over the council tip wall 
before driving home.
I have rarely seen Richard since the funeral, and Harry never, though 
I have heard stories of his notorious visits to the town library which 
frightened the assistants and of his journeys around the town on an 
old racing bike which apparently raised the question as to whether 
his beard might get caught in the front wheel. Mam I did see on once 
in the local pub. She was sitting on her own drinking what was left of 
a half pint of beer.
“Nice to see you Mrs Wright - Can I buy you another one?”
I smiled but she said nothing and apart from the worry lines and the 
staring eyes her face was blank. I went to the bar and bought her one 
anyway. On returning I found she’d gone, the unfinished half-pint 
was left on the table. I suppose she was on the crawl. I never saw her 
again. I suppose she’s dead now but I like to think of her as the 
smiling young girl in the sepia photograph looking forward to the 
joys of married life. 
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SIR CYRIL BRAUN-HALE
Tom Kilcourse

As soon as I saw the name I knew it had to be him. How many 
people can there be called Cyril Braun-Hale? It sounds like a joke, 
for goodness sake. My first reaction was to refuse to meet him. After 
all, the memories were quite painful for some time after our last 
encounter, and I had no wish to resurrect them. Nevertheless, I was 
curious to see how the passage of almost thirty years had altered him. 
I wondered if he had mellowed. I also thought of Melissa?
God! The memory alone of Melissa impels me to see him again, just 
once. The moment I met his daughter is as fresh in my mind as if it 
were yesterday. 
‘Hi, do you mind if I share your table?’ The voice was softly erotic.
Raising my eyes from the book, I stared momentarily dumbstruck at 
the angelic apparition standing by the café table.  Did I mind? Was 
she joking? I would have crawled naked over hot coals to have her 
speak to me, but I was not about to let her know that. I glanced 
around at the other tables, most of them empty, before responding. 
‘Aye, if you want.’
Hoping my tone did not betray interest, I returned to the book trying 
to project an impression of indifference. Such contrived lack of 
enthusiasm was a lifelong habit that had often been advantageous 
when dealing with others, particularly women. Life in the back 
streets of Manchester taught me that revealing my wishes for 
something often inspired others to frustrate them. 
‘What are you reading?’
I did not look up. ‘A biography of Hobbes.’
The smile was in her voice. ‘No, not your book. What are you 
reading at uni?’
This time I took the opportunity to look at her again, drinking in the 
perfectly symmetrical face, the dark eyes bridged by naturally arched 
eyebrows. She wore little make-up. ‘How do you know I’m at uni?’
‘I saw you speaking last night at the Union. You were very good.’
I resisted the temptation to return her smile. ‘Oh, that. I’m reading 
political philosophy. What’s your bag?’
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‘English literature. Are you planning to be a politician?’ I shrugged. 
‘You ask a lot of questions. Why do you think I might go into 
politics?’
‘I’m interested in people, especially those who have the self 
confidence to stand up and make speeches. You were very 
impressive last night.’
All efforts to hide any interest were failing. I felt that she could see 
right into my soul, and was quietly laughing at my pathetic pretence. 
This wasn’t the back streets of Manchester, but Oxford. It was her 
home ground and I was the alien trying to hide my nervousness. 
Melissa, she told me her name, was utterly relaxed, charming and in 
full control of the situation. 
Had it been left to me the relationship would have ended there and 
then, as others had before it with the girl driven away by my 
awkwardness, leaving me to rehearse later what I should have done 
or said. On this occasion, the meeting led to something more 
enduring, a love affair that lasted beyond graduation. Melissa 
attained a second class degree while I, largely because of the time 
spent orating rather than reading, scraped in with a third. It didn’t 
seem to matter that she gained the higher degree, we were, I thought, 
in love.
Within a month of graduating Melissa was offered a job at an 
expensive private school. I remained out of favour with employers, 
my working class demeanour failing to impress. To celebrate her 
success Melissa went home to Sussex for the weekend, taking me 
with her to meet ‘daddy’. I didn’t want to go, but allowed her to 
persuade me. I could deny her nothing in those days.
Daddy, Cyril Braun-Hale made it clear upon meeting that he too was 
unimpressed. The momentary handshake, barely touching fingers, 
was accompanied by a distinct frown and a sigh. His wife, an older 
version of Melissa, was more courteous or hypocritical perhaps. I 
was assigned a bedroom on the top floor of the large, country house, 
in what had in earlier times been the servants’ quarters. By the 
eighties the Braun-Hales did not have live-in servants, but hired local 
women from the village to do the chores.
Dinner that evening passed with excruciating slowness, or so it 
seemed to me. Melissa chattered away about her new job with her 
father appearing to hang on every word while completely ignoring 
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me. Her mother occasionally glanced in my direction, allowing the 
slightest of smiles to exercise her lips, but choosing not to speak. 
Nobody appeared to notice that I had begun to refill my own glass 
from the bottle of Beaune on the table. I shifted three glasses of the 
stuff while they were sipping their first. Unfortunately, on seeing the 
empty bottle ‘Daddy’ asked the maid to bring another, with similar 
results.
It was an evening that I can remember only with acute 
embarrassment. At some point I cut into Melissa’s monologue with a 
rambling soliloquy on the awfulness of the Thatcher government. I 
do not remember being put to bed.
I awoke at mid-morning with a splitting headache and bursting for a 
pee. Rolling out of bed I left the room to search for a loo, finding one 
in a poky cabinet by the top of the stairs. As I emerged from the 
cabinet greatly relieved I heard a voice drifting up the stairwell. 
Though the voice was not raised the words were clear to me when I 
leaned over the banister. They say that eavesdroppers rarely hear 
well of themselves, and that was certainly true on this occasion.
Cyril Braun-Hale was delivering a critical analysis of my character, 
referring to me as ‘that man’: he had not even asked for my family 
name when Melissa introduced me as Paul. Nobody else spoke, but it 
was clear that his remarks were addressed to Melissa, and possibly 
her mother. The analysis covered my table manners, possible 
parentage and my supposed motives for seducing his daughter. This 
was followed by predictions of my career prospects, if sponging 
from others can be called a career.
When washed and dressed I descended to the ground floor to 
breakfast alone, the food and a pot of tea being served by a village 
woman. Melissa appeared briefly to announce that she was going to 
stay for a few days, but would run me to the railway station. We 
travelled to Brighton in complete silence, each knowing the score. 
As I entered the station I turned to see her car pulling away from the 
kerb. It was the last time I saw her.
I eventually proved old Braun-Hale wrong by getting a job in my 
native north-west, working for a Labour led local authority. There, I 
resumed my active membership of the Labour Party and became 
politically active, eventually being elected onto Stockport Council. 
So, I suppose Melissa had been prescient in seeing me as a politician. 
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I never saw her again, but did read in the newspapers about her 
marriage to some chap twice her age, and her departure to Monaco 
from where her husband ran his business interests. I read later of 
Braun-Hale, now Sir Cyril, being appointed as Chairman of the 
British Toggle Makers’ Association, of which his company was the 
largest member. Apart from those mentions, I knew nothing of them 
then suddenly I am advised that he wishes to see me.
I have to confess that the anticipated encounter pushed other, much 
more important matters from my mind for the next three days. 
Fortunately, it was a slack period and I am reasonably confident that 
my broader responsibilities did not suffer. That morning my curiosity 
was about to be satisfied.
At eleven he was ushered into my office accompanied by two other 
members of his association. We shook hands and they took the seats 
to which I directed them. A few polite, inconsequential remarks were 
passed to break the ice before we got down to business. After a 
minute or two I addressed Braun-Hale.
“Well, Sir Cyril, what can I do for the Toggle Makers’ Association?”
He glanced at his companions before replying. “I believe that we 
have…” He stopped speaking in mid-sentence, his eyes examining 
my face with some intensity. Following a lengthy pause he spoke 
again. “Have we by chance met before, Prime Minister?”
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CONFUSION
Nigel Ford

“Excuse me sir, for interrupting you, the dark-faced woman smiled at 
him worriedly. “I wonder if you would be good enough to tell me the 
time?” He smiled back. 
“I’m sorry?”
“Please could you tell me the time?”
“I seem to be at sixes and sevens this morning.”
She beamed at him.
“It’s five to eight.”
“My goodness,” the woman raised her hand to her mouth. “I shall be 
late.”
“I do indeed hope not.” He bowed slightly. A sign of dismissal. 
“Please excuse me for troubling you. Thank you very much.”
“My pleasure.”
“Most kind.”
“Not at all.”
He watched her scuttle awkwardly down the pavement in her sari. 
He had only taken a few more steps towards his destination when he 
was accosted yet again. By a window display of jeans. The shop 
display confirmed his suspicion. It was time for him to buy some 
new jeans, even if his still had several months of wear left.
This decision and the sunshine joined forces and caused him to 
execute a discreet skip. He rarely felt miserable while stood in 
sunshine, he wondered why not. Why should light and temperature 
affect his psyche to such an unreasonable degree? Even on his way 
to work, dressed in a suit, he felt happy because of the sun.
It’s difficult to get up on work days. Without his morning walks, 
something to look forward to, something positive before the daily 
drudge began, he doubted if he would be able to get up at all. 
He walked on, reluctant to hurry. He blamed his suit for the manner 
in which he had treated that poor woman. The suit made him frigid 
and pompous. If he had been wearing jeans he would have tarried a 
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while. Had a chat. Gossiped even. A friendly woman who had asked 
him the time! Really! He might have unbent a little. Thank goodness 
it was a clear sunny day. Otherwise he might have become so 
disgusted with himself as to walk under a bus accidentally-on-
purpose.
He had explained to his wife when she queried the necessity of such 
an early departure for work each day in all weathers, that his walk 
cleared his mind and was conducive to the well-being of his spirit.
Then there was the business of his personality change when dressed 
in a suit vis à vis jeans. The consequences of a given set of 
circumstances would depend firstly upon whether he was dressed in 
suit or jeans, and secondly upon his character as encased. What 
though, caused him to enter the vicinity of the circumstances at the 
precise moment of their occurrence? What if he had sufficient body 
hair and was covered with a thick layer of subcutaneous fat so he 
could resist fashion and the weather and live naked? Who would he 
become?
A bus shelter. An elegant affair in brick, with stained-glass windows 
and varnished wooden benches. A telephone. Winged by doors with 
a silhouette of a lady with a parasol on one and a gentleman in a top 
hat on the other. The telephone lay strangled on the floor. 
Appendages and orifices had been added to the lady and gentleman. 
The wooden benches had been carved with the names and telephone 
numbers of a rampant lonely hearts club. The stained-glass was but a 
memory. This sight enraged him, but he wondered if he felt rage 
because it was fashionable or if the rage was his own idea.
He arrived at his place of work. He had been informed that his job 
consisted almost entirely of job satisfaction, Nevertheless he loathed 
it. If they had maintained what other generations had built since the 
time of the Romans his work would be unnecessary. He would have 
time for research into recycle and diagnosis application. Where the 
real work was to be done. So that adequate systems could be built. 
He was convinced people refused to face up to how much waste 
matter they produced. It was not a matter for genteel discussion.
He struggled out of bed on weekdays, felt dog-tired after lunch and 
was too exhausted to do much else than turn on the TV when he got 
home. He knew his behaviour disappointed his wife and children.
Obviously a truant escapade he realized. The dogs were different 
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breeds, one considerably larger than the other. He watched as they 
humped sporadically about the lawn outside his office. Narrowly 
missed a tumble into the ornamental pond. There was a mirror at the 
head of their bed at home. The expression on the dog’s face was a 
reflection of his own. Chin up, eyes glazed, bashing away.
Circles appeared on the surface of the goldfish pond. He stopped 
work and cupped his head in his hands and looked out at the rain 
which now drummed down. He waited for the sensation of cosy 
melancholy to possess his body. So much more satisfactory than job 
satisfaction. The configurations on his drawing board faded into 
obscurity. The rain was rude with life. Who cared about sanitation 
systems for people who would shit in the desert with impunity. 
Better for the desert if they continued to shit in it. 
“And the people went into the desert and shat and so I was made 
totally redundant.”
“Sorry Stan?”
“Just an internal rumble.”
Optimism penetrated the bedroom curtains on Saturdays. He would 
rise early and effortlessly. Walk in the dawn. Take the boat out. 
Tinker with the car. Then make breakfast for the children and take 
Eileen a cup of tea in bed. She usually became nice and friendly. He 
enjoyed weekends, except for Sunday evenings when he dreaded 
Monday. His was no different a plight from millions of others. He 
ought to be grateful for the good pay and excellent work conditions. 
He ought to be interested in his work. Especially the new 
environmentally friendly waste filter and distribution systems for 
industry. His phone rang.
“What the bloody hell do you think I’m supposed to do with this 
rubbish?” inquired a voice.
“Up yours,” he said, and replaced the receiver.
“Tomlinson’s on everyone’s back this morning,” said Rick.
“Couldn’t get it up again no doubt,” said Harry.
“Just the same,” he said, “I wouldn’t want his job.”
The dogs brought back amusing memories, although they weren’t at 
the time, of how he used to get embarrassed on buses. Especially on 
the top deck in the spring when the girls had taken off their 
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overcoats. When he sort of had to hunch up in the middle of himself 
as he walked down the aisle and ran the gauntlet, imagined probably, 
of the stares of the matrons. He no longer rode on buses.
When single he longed not to be, and now married he often longed to 
be. He did not, he gathered from the comments of Harry and Rick, 
inhabit this knotty paradox alone. Knowledge that failed to prevent 
him from fretting. In publications that his colleagues left lying about 
in the restroom, he read of the saucy scandals of the rich and 
wondered how to persuade Eileen that he was obliged to go to 
Bankok on business.
He had once participated in a two day conference with the firm. 
Himself, Rick and Harry had been excited and jovial as they motored 
off into the unknown decadence offered by a famous hotel. In his car 
with the sticker on the back window: “Waste Disposal Design 
Engineers Talk a Lot of Crap.”
The hotel had been quiet and dull and offered no opportunities for 
freedom beside the consumption of too much whiskey. Harry had 
burst into tears and blurted that his wife and kids had left him for no 
good reason. This had led him to place an arm around Harry’s 
shoulders and comfort him. And then he had lent Rick a day’s 
wages, just like that. Rick, always on the lookout for a loan, never 
looking to pay them back.
On the return journey they had picked up a hitch-hiker. Although the 
hitch-hiker was male, this rebellious act had helped to raise their 
spirits.
Nor did he used to consider the aspects of drink. As a bachelor, 
television bored the pants off him. An evening without beer and 
social life was inconceivable. Eileen had altered his attitude. He had 
almost decided to go teetotal.
The anonymous wall clock told him it was time to knock-off for 
lunch.
He usually lunched with Rick and Harry down the pub. Today he felt 
contrary. Inventing a mysterious luncheon appointment, he parted 
company with Rick and Harry and headed for Wheelers. His stomach 
rumbled. The road surface was slippery with that morning’s rain and 
crossing it to reach the expensive hive of narrow streets in which 
Wheelers nestled, the leather soles of his new shoes betrayed him 
and he slipped and fell. Not far from a red bus which bore down with 



THE CRAZY OIK – ISSUE 17

gigantic wheels and horn blare and screeched to a halt mere feet 
from his dropped features.
The driver poked his head out and looked down at him. 
“What did I ever do to you mate?”
He arrived at the restaurant sweaty and fearful. A group of people 
hovered at the entrance, craning their necks to read the outdoor menu 
display. With elbows extended he cut through them without ado.
“Really!” said a woman. “The manners of some people!”
Alone at his table he ordered the table d’hȏte and an irreproachable 
bottle of mineral water. Both food and service were excellent. He 
vacated his table in high spirits and on the way out he noticed the 
group he had treated so cavalierly about to exit behind him.
He held the door open politely and beamed at them all as they left.
“Thank you dear,” said one of the women. “Such a nice well-
mannered young man,” she said in an aside to one of her 
companions.
This praise, heaped atop the good meal, gave rise within him to a 
surge of glee. But he remembered the treacherous soles of his shoes 
and conducted his walk back to the office with decorum.
He cleaned up the drawings which had infuriated Tomlinsson and 
returned them with an apology.
“There is something I have to do,” he said, “please cover for me until 
quarter to four.”
“The secret life of Stan,” said Rick.
Halfway through the movie he started to worry. What if his absence 
from the office was remarked? What if Harry and Rick were unable 
to cover for him satisfactorily?
It was a rarely excellent movie, now ruined. Sacked, forced to tramp 
the alleys of unemployment. Eileen and the children would leave 
him. His new residence, a park bench, a bottle of cheap red clutched 
in his hands.
He got back to the office at three o’clock.
“Back early then,” said Rick. “Didn’t she turn up?”
“Tomlinsson looked in,” said Harry, “but he didn’t ask where you 
were so we kept mum.”
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“Talk of the devil,” muttered Rick.
Tomlinsson strode into the office and across to him. 
“Well done Stan!” he said, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Keep 
up the good work.” 

 

* * *

Oiku: David Birtwistle

You Can’t Say Fairer Than That.

He was trying to do something creative instead of just sitting in front 
of the telly or mindlessly surfing the net whilst whistling out of tune 
waiting for his brain cells to pack up. He’d got to reinvent himself as 
a human being - find himself a serious new hobby. He’d tried coarse 
marquetry, bonsai with privet and origami with wet newspapers. 
There was no Labour Club anymore. No WEA. No Naturist 
weekends in the rain with midge repellent. He’d have to re-read that 
archive on Socialist Realism and go on Mastermind with his 
specialist subject ‘Toeing the party line.’
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THE SOSSIGER
deer Editer
I’m sendin you a story wot I wrote on my new gajit, wot I also 
invented – The Lambert printer. This is an Amazin thing which 
produces immaculet text. At present I am werkin on an improved 
version – The Composer wot’ll be electric and have keys for each 
letter unlike the Lambert with its rudimentry dyal. Becoz it wil have 
an electric brain the Composer will correk spellin an grammer and 
enable the user to insert big slabs of the classics – say a chunk of 
Shakespeare here and a piece of Milton there and even slabs of 
great stylists like Dr Johnson, Dickens and Jane Austen. And such 
is the imaculet rendering of these inserts the ignerent reeder will 
not know where your stuff finishes and theirs begins. Also you can 
copy big chunks of earlier pages and put them in further down. 
Most reeders won’t remember wot they’ve red a few pages earlier so 
this will go unnoticed too and your book will soon swell up to a huge 
size for next to no effert.
In my story, aN ORTObiografical fantesy, the inventor perfex his 
machine an soon every aspirin writer (of which there are millions) 
buys one. The inventor becomes the richest man in the world. Yis, 
I can hear you laffin but let me tell you, if you live another hundred 
years you’ll be laffin in the other side of your face.

A parallel invention will be the book machine which will 
churn out books like sossiges from the electric output of the 
Composer. No dowt at present you occupie a large werks in the 
capital and employ skwads of compositors and printers bashin led 
type into blocks. This will be superseded by the Sossiger which 
you’ll be able to work on your own. Indeed you can knock out your 
own litry magazine much cheeper than now an print wotever the 
fuck you like with nobody shonkin in – all at bugger all cost. Imagin 
it! It’ll be a bleedin revolution! I No you’ll be as exitid as me!!
I am attachin to my story a share application form for any punters 
wot want to get in early. Don’t miss this grate opertyunity!
Yrs
Guillaume Portes
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THE SPHINXSTER
Chris Carr

My brother used to say ‘glass’ and ‘grass’ but since moving to 
London he’s gone all  ‘glarse’ and ‘grarse.’  
I told him he sounded like a right ‘prart’, he called me a ‘twart’ and 
went on about this Internet thing he’s got.  I’m all uncouth now, 
uncultured and still living with coal and steam technology.    
‘It’s 2005,’ he said.  ‘You’re slipping behind.’  
I didn’t want no Internet.  Just in our street alone, three women have 
left husbands after being on chat-lines. I told him to stick his culture 
where the sun don’t shine.  
Next thing, my eldest child picks up an Internet signal for nothing.  
She showed me how to download free music and set me up with an 
email account.  
‘Do I have to pay for that?’ 
‘No,’ said the children in unison.  ‘We’re on Freeband.’ 
‘Why is that email called an account then?’ 
‘It just is.’ 
Now I’m no longer operating on coal and steam, I sent an email to 
me brother in Brixton; phoned him up as well just to make sure he 
got it.  I clicks on his reply and it’s instructions to download Skype – 
some free telephone service.  I buy a webcam, headphones and a 
mic.  How cool is this?  I can talk to me brother and we can trade 
insults for free.
After the tours of his room and all his new books on culture, I 
stopped using the webcam, didn’t need to see his ugly gob anyway, I 
know what he looks like.  
Then one particular Friday my exposure to the world of culture 
exploded onto the screen.  I was home alone and being a few 
whiskeys to the wind I decided to Skype our kid.  He wasn’t on-line 
but not to worry because someone else wanted to communicate with 
me. 
football david beckham good.   
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It was a message from Abdul something or other but it was seeing 
the word football that made me open up and accept Abdul into my 
living room.  
Flippin heck.  He’s not only dead loud, I couldn’t understand a word 
he was saying.  I took the headphones off in the end and typed write 
to me. 
Where you, comes his reply. 
St Helens.  Where you?  
He was only in Egypt.  How buzzin was this?  So I asks Cairo?  
He types Alexandria and then asks if I’ve got a webcam. 
Sure have, I typed, dead Posh me, you know keeping to the Beckham 
theme. 
I did as he asked and plugged it in, and there he was with a pilot’s 
headset on, sitting with his feet up behind the counter of a shop in 
Egypt.
Show ass pls, he typed.  I took pls as please but what a strange 
request.  Egypt in my head was exotically like Cleopatra, the 
Pharaohs, Tutankhamen, pyramids even Indiana Jones, never 
expected some erotic Sphinxter to be prowling the place. 
‘Hang on,’ I said going off to get one the grandkid’s ABC books and 
there under D, I found it.  I held it in front of the camera and he went 
flippin mad. 
Ass!  Ass!  Ass!  he typed, not donkey.  
I could have binned him off there and then but I like a good laugh 
when I’m having a bevvy. 
Arse.  I typed.  You mean arse, not ass. 
‘Wait there.’  I shows him me finger, ‘una momento.’ 
I blew up a pink balloon and felt-tipped a black line down it to look 
nothing like the crack of an arse.  I added a few squiggly rogue hair 
lines as well cos I figured this was one Bush he would like.  
I went back to the webcam stood there unbuckling me belt and 
pulling me zip down and he only slides his hand inside this sheet 
thing he’s wearing.  I move away from the camera, drop me jeans 
and undies and holds the balloon against me arse checking in the 
mirror for the proper alignment.  So here I am walking back to the 
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webcam with nothing but a balloon between my arse and Abdul’s 
eyes.  I look over me shoulder to see his face getting bigger and 
bigger to the extent where I thought his head was gonna appear in 
my living room.  Inquisitive, bewildered, puzzled; they only half 
describe the etchings his face drew.  
Next thing BANG!!!  And I mean BANG!!!  
The balloon’s in bits.  I get the shock of me life but not like Abdul.  
He gets it right down his ear-hole; his head shoots back he’s ripping 
the headset off; and me, I’m covering me bare arse waltzing out the 
way of the camera.  Don’t think he saw me, probably coming to 
terms with the fact that he didn’t get shot after all.     
I pulled me jeans up thinking what would I say if the wife and kids 
had walked in on me?   
‘Sorry folks just showing this Arab me arse.’  
I’d have got battered. 
I sat back at the computer, he wasn’t there.  I pulled the webcam out, 
put the headphones on and that’s when I heard our kid talking, it was 
definitely his voice.  It was muffled but it was him.  I minimised 
Abdul and looked to see if he was on-line, he wasn’t but I Skyped 
anyway, he didn’t answer. 
‘I know you’re there,’ I said. 
‘I here,’ comes a reply and friggin Abdul’s back on the scene.  ‘What 
happen?  That not ass.’ 
‘Sorry Abdul, I fart.’ 
‘That loud.  Show ass?’  
I took the headphones off.  I’m shaking me head now thinking who 
is this geezer?  Okay he’s pissed off working in a shop but is that a 
reason to go globetrotting for arses to look at.  I gets on the 
keyboard. 
Never mind show ass, what happened to Beckham in all this? 
Beckham cute, he replies. masturbate good yes  
Very good but only if you’ve got a good hiding place. 
Fingers up ass good yes 
Now I’m cringing.  Very bad, I wrote, fingers up ass very, very bad. 
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He wants to know Why? 
I only said Allah might be watching. 
I got the shock of me life.  The screen starts flashing DEATH TO 
TOM in big letters.  
I couldn’t believe it.  I mean he comes along with his David 
Beckham chat up line, starts going on about wanking and fingers up 
yer arse and now he’s jihading me big time.  I only wanted to talk to 
our kid so I types Ey Bollocks what’s with the jihadi like? 
He says I offend his God. 
Offend his God!  He’s working in a food shop with his fingers buried 
up his ring but it’s me who’s offensive.  It’s a good job I understand 
diplomacy. 
Look Abdul, you get yerself a good hiding place and Allah doesn’t 
have to know what you do.  
DEATH TO TOM DEATH TO TOM is now galloping down me 
screen in violent envious green. 
 Fuck you and yer virtual jihadi’s.  I hope Allah catches yer in the 
closet with Saddam.  
I clicked him off, tried our kid again.  Gerry, you there?   
I went in the kitchen, topped me whiskey up and came back to 
download some music instead.     
Five minutes later and the Sphinxter’s back, this time with a new 
chat up line.  He’s asking if I know some Egyptian footballer. 
Mido good he play Totenham 
Does he work his fingers up his ring?  I typed.  
He good he play Tottenham.  Show ass pls.  
I told him he’s working in a food shop and needs to go and wash his 
hands.  At last I found the termination button, one click and he was 
gone. 
I ended up telephoning our kid.  ‘Gerry, what happened to you?’ 
‘What d’ya mean what happened to me?’ 
‘I heard yer talking on Skype about ten minutes ago, then you just 
disappeared.’ 
‘I haven’t been on the computer today.  Ten minutes ago I was 
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buying ka’ak.’ 
‘Cark or cack?’ 
‘I don’t expect you to have heard of it, but ka’ak is circular bread-
rings.  And that’s where I was in our little Egyptian shop on the High 
Street buying pastries.’ 
‘Yer didn’t eat them did yer?’ 

* * *
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MCCARTHY
Jim Burns

I first came across McCarthy ten or so years ago when I still nursed 
romantic visions of having a couple of poems published in some 
obscure magazine and thus qualifying to make the scene. That was in 
the days when hippies were unheard of and even Jack Kerouac and 
company were only just starting to filter through. McCarthy was one 
of the last of the old-style bohemians and it's significant that he faded 
from sight about the time when the pop hordes took to dabbling with 
drugs, wearing jeans with the paint stains stylishly included when 
you buy them, and generally following a group pattern of 
eccentricity in an attempt to assert their individuality. McCarthy 
wasn't the most perfect of people but at least he had character.
In the old days McCarthy led the local clan and could be seen 
holding court in various pubs in the town. The meeting place 
changed frequently, because the landlords soon tired of McCarthy's 
friends. I suppose a lot of their escapades were harmless really, but 
they disturbed the short-back-and-sides brigade, for whom a pub is a 
place to reminisce about the Second World War, and so the clan 
would be moved on. Maybe being locked in the lavatories as the 
clock ticks steadily towards closing time isn't much fun at that, but 
McCarthy and crowd, having hidden the key, thought it an amusing 
victory in their campaign against the conventional.
McCarthy's followers came in various shapes and sizes and I can 
only recall his principal lieutenants in any detail. One, a fat and 
happy boy, always had his pants tied up with a piece of string, and 
his frayed blue-denim shirt had two buttons to fasten it across his 
chest and bulging stomach. The threads still dangled where the 
others had fallen off. Another was the budding writer of the group 
and carried a copy of an avant-garde magazine wherever he went. I 
often wondered if he ever did get down to the hard work at the 
typewriter, but he was perhaps so busy trying to make head or tail 
out of some of the stuff in the publications he bought that he hadn't 
time for anything else. He and the fat boy eventually started off for 
St. Ives and were never heard from again. A third member of the 
crowd was a tall, thin type, with a prematurely bald head, fishy eyes, 
and a taste for Dostoyevsky. No-one ever knew just what he did for a 
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living, but it was rumoured that he was some kind of investigator for 
a Government department. I was prepared to accept that. He always 
gave me the creeps.
Of course they all paled beside McCarthy and his wife. He was 
small, bearded, and to be honest dressed fairly straightforward, but 
somehow stood out in a crowd. And he had a knack for being in the 
right place with the right people at the right time or trotting out the 
most telling statements when he had a potential audience. If the 
discussion centred on drugs (and hardly anyone in the crowd had 
ever sniffed marijuana, let alone smoked it) McCarthy would say that 
it was difficult for him to comment in a detached manner because he 
happened to be as high as a kite on pot at that very moment. The 
conversation around the table shuddered to a halt and McCarthy once 
again had the centre of the stage. As for his wife, she was early on 
the scene with coloured stockings, leather gear, and weird make-up 
and hair styles. If that wasn't guaranteed to make the middle-aged 
men in the bar choke on their beer, then her habit of drinking pints of 
Guinness was.
McCarthy was connected with every political and artistic group in 
the town. It was he who founded (and foundered) the Left Club, with 
its eleven members and their eleven opposing doctrines. Each week 
they'd debate a motion on which they could never hope to agree 
enough to pass a resolution, and as the meetings were held in a hired 
room in a pub they invariably ended in a semi-riot. The club finally 
closed down after McCarthy had purged everyone else connected 
with it.
When it came to the arts he occasionally played piano with a local 
amateur jazz-band and he was once reputed to be working on a 
novel. This didn't ever materialise (we never did find out who started 
the story that it was so outspoken that McCarthy received a visit 
from the police before he'd even got it down on paper) and 
McCarthy's appearances with the band were fraught with danger for 
the other musicians. One night the trombonist finished his chorus, 
smiled, and stepped to one side to allow the audience a clear view of 
McCarthy soloing. They saw a baffled bassist and drummer and an 
empty piano stool. McCarthy was at the bar, talking to a young girl 
who'd been making eyes at him as the number started. Needless to 
say it came to a chaotic end as everyone panicked and busily tried to 
fill in for the missing McCarthy. And then there was the night 
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McCarthy promised to lay on a band for a local dance. The posters 
were printed, tickets sold, and the people dutifully turned up on the 
night. The problem was that neither McCarthy nor the band did, and 
so a couple of hundred irate teenagers stamped up and down in front 
of the empty stand and demanded their money back.
McCarthy's life soon built up to the usual mixture of chaos, 
ludicrousness and despair. His marriage went on the rocks, he lost 
his job, gambled and drank more than ever and got deeper into debt. 
When his wife left he changed the lock on the door so she couldn't 
call back for the furniture while he was out. He then mislaid the new 
key and had to smash the lock himself to get in. The furniture went 
one afternoon before he'd had time to repair the door and McCarthy 
finished up with a couple of old chairs and an ex-army camp-bed.
He'd stumble into the flat late at night and climb between sheets that 
hadn't been washed in weeks. Half the ceiling had fallen in when the 
woman above let her bath overflow and the plaster still littered 
McCarthy's floor and blankets. It was said that on cold days he'd lie 
in bed and if anyone knocked at the door he would hurl a shoe at it 
and then switch on a tape-recording of a dog growling and barking. 
The theory was supposed to be that strangers would think the room 
empty but with a dog left to guard it, and so decide to postpone their 
enquiries until another day. It didn't deter the electricity men, though, 
when they called about the unpaid bills and McCarthy was soon 
without light or power for his tape machine. They didn't have much 
difficulty in getting in either. McCarthy never had got around to 
mending the lock properly.
McCarthy left town one day, without telling anyone and leaving 
behind a damp and dirty flat, various debts, and a leaderless clan 
which broke up as the various people in it vied for the empty throne. 
None of them had McCarthy's powers of invective or his talent for 
hogging the limelight and without a strong leader they couldn't exist 
as a group. He took along a young girl who'd shared his camp-bed 
for a time. I don't know what his original intentions were but he later 
married her and a couple of years later we heard that he was firmly 
settled in Suburbia. He'd shaved off his beard, had a steady job, a 
large mortgage, and a small family. Our informant told us that 
McCarthy watched television avidly and was showing a growing 
interest in gardening. Also, a conversation with him was now likely 
to revolve around the car he was saving for or the bright things his 



THE CRAZY OIK – ISSUE 17

son had done.
Responsibilities, the onset of middle-age, and creeping conservatism, 
the three fatal diseases for most bohemians, had seemingly hit 
McCarthy. Or maybe going respectable was the only odd thing left to 
do in a society in which unusual and outlandish behaviour was 
becoming the order of the day.

* * *
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NATIVE DISCOURSE
Tanner

‘You remember Shaun? Went our school? Scrawny Shauny?
Ee ad this dog an ee’d lie im on the floor an start wankin im off,
but is arm’d always start ter hurt after a while, so ee’d stop
an the dog would go off on one, start barkin an knockin fings over,
was well funny ... Anyway ah seen im last week an ee’s proper filled 
out now, proper gym beast like am telling yer, ee ain’t Scrawny 
Shauny no more. I wouldn’t mess with im. Anyway we go back is
an ee still as the fuckin dog! An just fer old time’s sake ee lies it 
down an starts jackin its dipstick off like ee used to except now ee’s 
such a fuckin grock ee managed ter keep up the momentum, 
an it shot its wod all over the show lad! Finally after all dem years,
ee could satisfy is dog! He he he! Ay, what’s the matter with your 
face? Oh, yer gettin another round in, yeah? Laughin.
Ay, that’s not the way ter the bar, kidder ...
Where you GOIN?’
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AMIR DARWISH

Randomly Selected 

Take off your belt.
Take off your shoes.
Take off your socks.
Hands up.
Spread your legs. 
Stand still.
Mr Darwish?
Yes.
Your passport, please.
You packed your bags yourself?
What is your final destination?
Why are you travelling?
How did you obtain your citizenship?
Where were you born?
Who do you live with at home?
What’s your occupation?
I need to do some checks on the passport.
Any problem sir?
No, not at all. 
It’s a routine check. You have been randomly selected.
Randomly selected!!!
But in 2005 I was randomly selected. 
And in 2006 I was randomly selected.
And in 2007 again I was randomly selected. 
In 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012
  
I have a suggestion for you sir -
In 2013 when you stop me please tell me 
That I was accidentally selected.
In 2014 when you stop me say 
That by pure chance I am selected.
In 2015 advise me that I am incidentally selected.
Maybe using synonyms will make 
The experience more pleasurable. 
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What do you think?

They finished. I ran to catch the plane. 
I saw Ahmad who was also randomly selected.
Abdul also randomly selected.
Hasan randomly selected.
Ali randomly selected.
Oh, John as well, who looked like me was 
Randomly selected though
They only stopped him for two minutes 
And asked his name after seeing his passport
They said, “Sorry Sir, 
You were wrongly randomly selected.” 
He had British mother you see. 
When I got to the plane I saw
Thomas
Tony 
Jack
Jayson 
Joshua
Who were not randomly selected!!!
That day I decided to change my name.
I thought to myself when I come back from holiday 
My forename will be: Randomly 
My surname will be: Selected
Ladies and gentlemen, I am now officially 
Randomly Selected.
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Illustrated 1942
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THE CRAZY OIK COLLECTION

Back issues of the first 16 Crazy Oiks are available at £3.50 each +P&P
See the website for details.
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