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Work & all that jazz

There was one more hurdle left to clear before I could say goodbye 
to school for good. My parents would not let me leave without 

a job to go to. I looked around for something suitable, but I had no 
idea what I wanted to do with my life or even the rough direction that 
I should take. As a consequence, I took the first opportunity that was 
offered and signed up to become an apprentice building-surveyor. 

Totally in the dark about what I was letting myself in for, I signed 
a five-year contract with a local building firm called JL Rawsthorne. It 
was convenient, its office was a mere ten-minute walk from my home, 
but I was tied by an indentured contract. This parchment document was 
cut in half in a zigzag fashion with employer and employee retaining 
each half. The two halves would be ceremoniously brought together 
at the end of my apprenticeship, signifying its completion. The work 
entailed tracing drawings, working out basic quantities and being the 
general dogsbody in the tiny office of what transpired to be an extremely 
small house-building company. There was little or no talent to learn 
from and even less stimulation. I attended building college in Liverpool 
each week, where I studied for suitable surveying qualifications. This 
at least provided a welcome break from Wallasey and the office there. 
I loathed working at JL Rawsthorne, but the apprenticeship did have 
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one advantage: it postponed my call-up for national service, something 
that was most welcome.

The dreary offices that I inhabited during the daytime were 
replaced at night-time by far more exciting and exotic surroundings. 
With two friends from school—John Gavan and Dave Pennington—I 
opened up a jazz club/coffee bar in a basement in Seacombe, the rougher 
part of town. It was the late 1950s and Merseyside was emerging as a 
hotbed of musical talent: skiffle, jazz, and rock-and-roll were all being 
produced locally, and there was a real buzz about the music scene 
there. The Beatles were just one of several Mersey Beat groups that 
were starting to make a name for themselves. John, Dave and I had 
been at the opening night of the Cavern Club, and that had served as 
inspiration for us to do something similar. The skiffle and trad jazz that 
was on offer there, along with the smoke, sweat and lively girls, made a 
potent mix that we were keen to replicate.

La Boheme was the exotic sounding name that we chose for our 
new venture. The basement club was located near the seafront and was 
permanently damp (it flooded at high tide). It was atmospherically lit by 
a mixture of oil lamps and candles. We furnished it with old chairs, sofas 
and wooden boxes. Warmth was provided by paraffin heaters, while the 
walls rang with the sounds of the washboards, banjos and tea-chest bass 
that gave skiffle music its unique character. The club attracted a good 
crowd and we enjoyed praise and publicity by way of a leading article in 
the Merseybeat column of the Liverpool Echo, which compared us most 
favourably with the Caveau de la Huchette in Paris. Unfortunately, we 
had set up our club without gaining the proper permissions from the 
council. Some of the neighbours complained to the police that there 
were strange goings-on in the evenings in this basement and that they 
had found lots of empty bottles of methylated spirits around the place. 
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We used the meths to get the paraffin heaters going, but they jumped 
to the conclusion that the place was inhabited by meths drinkers. So, 
on one of our sell-out evenings, La Boheme was raided by the police 
and we were forced to close. The irony of the situation was that we did 
not even serve alcohol.

Dad was not involved in the raid at La Boheme and was in fact 
really helpful to my friends and me on other occasions when we could 
have found ourselves in trouble with the law. There were some great 
late-night drinking establishments in New Brighton that my pals and I 
frequented. One Friday night Dad was out on his bicycle when he heard 
that the police were planning a raid on one of these places. As it was a 
Friday night, he knew that it was more than likely that we would be there, 
so he hopped on to his bike and pedalled down to New Brighton as fast 
as he could. “Is Graham Walker there?” he called through the closed 
door, knocking loudly. As I stumbled up to answer he said urgently, 
“Gray, get out of there.” My pals and I hotfooted it to safety, avoiding 
a clash with the boys in blue who arrived soon afterwards to carry out 
the raid.

After the abrupt end of La Boheme, Dave, John, and I were 
licking our wounds one evening in the Old Wallaseyans club, with its 
late drinking and raffish crowd, when we met a character called John 
Stanley. John had just completed his national service and had a job 
working for a pet-food company, which provided him with the use of 
a van with a picture of a big kitty cat on the side. John was my kind 
of guy—a natural salesman with lots of great stories—and we hit it off 
immediately. He had heard about La Boheme and expressed an interest 
in getting involved with something similar. It just so happened that he 
knew of the perfect venue and it was up for rent: a large house with 
several floors on the seafront at New Brighton.
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Within a short period of time we had secured the lease on this 
house and begun to set up a new club. There were five partners in 
the enterprise, including John and his girlfriend. Each of us invested 
£25, giving us a grand total of £125. We spent £120 on fitting out the 
premises, going to town on the décor. Somebody had the idea of giving 
the place an African theme. We got hold of a load of old barrels and used 
them as tables, lined the walls with leopard-print wallpaper and hung 
up some old wooden spears. The bar itself was made from bamboo. To 
continue with the theme, we named the club the Kraal—an Afrikaans 
word that means enclosure—and prepared to open to the public.

With the £5 that we had left over, we bought a barrel of beer 
and threw a party. We charged everybody to come to the party, but 
this also gave them membership to the club. It was a great success, 
and after that the Kraal went from strength to strength. At weekends 
we would put on live bands, and there was a jukebox in the basement 
pumping out skiffle and jazz for those who wanted to dance. Upstairs 
we sold soft drinks and coffee, and above that we would have private 
parties most evenings with a select group of friends. At the very top of 
the house were rooms for private entertaining. My friends and I would 
stay there after a hard night’s partying down below, and there were 
plenty of enthusiastic girls who were more than happy to stay with us. 
Good times!

The wages of an apprentice building-surveyor were not great, and 
were certainly not enough to enable me to do all the things that I wanted 
to do in my free time. So I began to look for other ways to supplement 
my income, aside from my ventures in jazz clubs. By this time I had 
gained my driving licence and was becoming pretty interested in cars, 
and it came to my attention that there was an opportunity to buy and 
sell them for profit. This funded my lifestyle and gave me wheels, which 
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helped to secure dates with many of the girls who were beginning to 
catch my eye. Wallasey was blessed with many lovely ones, some more 
accommodating than others. Wallasey art school was a great reservoir 
of talent and a good source of custom for the jazz club. Would-be artists 
were certainly more adventurous than shop girls.

When I left school I had to get the deputy head and rugby 
enthusiast Maurice Eggleshaw’s signature on my leaving certificate. 
If a pupil showed any talent for rugby, Maurice would not sign the 
boy’s form unless that boy had signed the application form to join 
the New Brighton rugby club, of which Maurice was the president. 
Inevitably there was a seamless transition for me from school rugby 
to club rugby, and I was happy to continue with my interest in the 
game in my spare time. The rugby club was a fantastic social centre, 
and many of my school pals also joined up, including John and Dave. 
Rugby in the north-west of England at that time was a big deal. There 
were numerous rugby clubs in Merseyside. New Brighton’s rugby club 
alone ran five or six teams. An old style rugby club with a family feel to 
it, New Brighton was highly regarded with a number of its first team 
playing for the county. 

Initially I played for the fifth team, eventually captaining it, and 
I gradually moved up the ranks until, in October 1958, I made it into 
the New Brighton first team. It was a proud moment for me, and I even 
got a mention in the Liverpool Daily Post:

“At the beginning of the season teenager Graham Walker was captain of 
the fifth team at Reeds Lane. To-day this rangy ex-Wallasey Grammar 
School boy finds himself in the first team, partnering Robson at lock 
forward—a fine example of perseverance in working one’s way up 
through the junior sides. He has richly deserved his chance I hear.”
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It was a big achievement to make it on to the first team, although 
it took me a while to find my feet in the match. Our opponents were 
Headingley, a really strong Yorkshire side. In the second row were a 
couple of guys who looked about 40. I made the mistake, in the first 
few line-ups, of out jumping them, which was pretty easy because of 
my height. They then proceeded to give me the hiding of my life. I was 
beaten something dreadful, but I lived to tell the tale and, all in all, it 
was a fantastic experience and one that I shall never forget.

Although I hated my job, I stuck it out for three years, which 
seemed like a lifetime to me, and passed exams to gain an intermediate 
level as a building surveyor. Eventually I decided that enough was 
enough. I had no intention of staying in this profession for the rest of 
my life. Although the apprenticeship was useful in keeping me out of 
an army uniform, it was good for little else. So I started to look around 
for something that would suit me better. Flicking through a local rag, 
I noticed an ad for a trainee buyer in a food company. I was not really 
sure what the job would entail, but the world of retail sounded far more 
interesting to me than the dreary world of building regulations. As soon 
as I had a moment to spare I wrote a letter of application, crossed my 
fingers, and posted it to the address in the advertisement. 

Soon afterwards I was invited for an interview with a man 
called Eric Perkins. Decked out in my smartest clothes, I went along 
to see what the job was all about. Eric Perkins explained that the 
successful candidate would be working for a company called Thomas 
Scott and Sons, which was primarily a baker with a large factory on 
the outskirts of Liverpool. The company had a number of bakery and 
confectionery shops throughout Merseyside and were part of a much 
larger organization called Associated British Foods (ABF), which was 
emerging as a national food retailer with the brand Fine Fare. Once 
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Eric had explained the set-up of the company, the conversation turned 
to me. 

“Mr Walker, for this job you will need a car. Do you have one?”
“Oh, yes,” I replied, “I have several.” At the time I was in the 

process of buying and selling a number of cars, and I went on to explain 
this to him. Eric must have recognized that I had some sort of initiative, 
and a good deal of self-confidence, as I was offered the job shortly 
afterwards. What the company was doing seemed exciting to me, and 
anything was better than Rawsthornes, so it only took a moment before 
I decided to accept the offer. Rawsthornes allowed me to break my 
apprenticeship, by then they were as fed up of me as I was of them, and 
I embarked on my new career as a trainee buyer. The move came at a 
high price, however. No longer an apprentice, I was now eligible for 
national service, although I was hopeful that it could still be avoided. 

Scotts, although wholly owned, was still run as a fiefdom by the 
Scott family. Joe Scott, the patriarch, was an ABF main-board director 
and close friend of the Canadian owner—the legendary businessman 
and philanthropist Garfield Weston. Eric Perkins had been recruited to 
help the expansion into more general food retailing under the Scotts 
banner. Eric was a professional man who quickly earned respect. Soon I 
began to enjoy the growing responsibility that he was giving me. Within 
weeks of starting the job, I was buying sides of bacon, dairy products, 
canned goods and lots more. I was developing negotiating skills in a 
hard market and becoming pretty successful.

This job was a turning point for me. I loved it. I had never enjoyed 
learning while I was at school, but this was different. At Thomas Scott’s 
I was learning about things that were relevant to the real world: food 
and retailing; how to buy; how to sell; what made people want to spend 
their money; what they liked; what they did not like. It was wonderful 
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and I was like a sponge, absorbing everything. I was not yet 20, but 
this was a real, grown-up world and I thrived on being well regarded 
for doing a good job. At school I had never really felt well regarded, at 
least not by anyone in a position of authority, so this was a new and 
positive experience.

The company was innovative in its way, and I found that exciting. 
It was at the forefront of the supermarket idea, setting up a chain of 
small, self-service grocery shops, and I could see the potential in the 
idea. It was a growing industry and I was keen to be a part of it. 

Money was not a motivation in this job at all. In fact, the job was 
not terribly well paid. My dad, the policeman, was a Mason, as was Eric 
Perkins, my boss. After I had been in the role for a few months they met 
at one of their meetings, and I naturally came up in conversation. 

“Your boy’s doing really well,” said Eric to my dad. “He’s got a 
real future ahead of him,” he went on. “He could find himself earning 
maybe £4,000 a year sometime in the future.” At the time I was probably 
earning around £1,500 a year, so Dad could see that his youngest son 
might make something of himself after all. 

But there was a gathering storm in my life. I began to receive a 
series of rather unwelcome letters, reminding me that I was due to be 
called up for national service. I headed to my doctor’s office to see if 
there was any chance that he could declare me unfit in some respect. 
Unfortunately I was a picture of health, and at the peak of fitness and 
strength, and it would have been an extremely corrupt doctor who 
was prepared to say otherwise. They were closing in on me. I began to 
realize that I may have to accept my fate.

My alternative life at the Kraal continued nonetheless. The club 
was proving to be popular and successful. We were open seven nights a 
week with live music at weekends, no alcohol sold but a thriving soft-
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drink and coffee trade. (The upper, more private floors offered other 
refreshment on a more informal basis.) Combined with my wages and 
my car trading operations, I found that I was fairly flush for a 19 year 
old in 1958, with a steady stream of girls passing through my life thanks 
to my part-time job in the entertainment industry.

John Stanley was the first of the five partners who said that he 
was prepared to give up his day job and be available to run the club 
full-time. Gav and Pin had no real ambitions in that direction and were 
only really involved for the fun. 

I was pondering what I should do with my share of the Kraal 
when, in May 1960, the storm finally broke and I received my call-up 
papers. I had held out for as long as I could but knew then that there 
was nothing else for it: I would have to leave the life that I had worked 
so hard to build and join the army. The letter stated that I was to report 
to Hilsea Barracks in the third week of June to begin my basic training. 
With a heavy heart I had no choice but to accept my fate. I was the least 
military person that you could imagine and could not see what benefit 
joining the army was going to have for me. Little did I know then that 
my experience in the army would alter my life profoundly.

John Stanley was running the Kraal extremely well by then and 
had ambitions to further improve it. He and his girlfriend, Cynthia, 
offered to buy out the other partners. Gav and Pin accepted at once. 
Although I had enjoyed the experience I could see no real mileage in 
keeping my stake while in the army, so I also accepted the offer. When 
I broke the news of my imminent departure to Eric Perkins he was 
saddened, although was soon to find my replacement, and he assured 
me that there would be another position for me on my return. 

A few weeks before I left home I had a problem with one of the 
cars that I had bought and I needed a bit of extra cash, so I asked my 
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dad if I could borrow £100. I had decided to take enough cash and my 
passport with me to enable me to run away, should it come to that. 
Dad duly lent me the money, for which I was grateful. When it was 
time for me to leave, I put on a smart suit, packed a small bag with a 
few belongings and the money that I had saved, and said goodbye to 
my parents with a heavy heart. Then my dad said something rather 
unexpected, “Gray, I’d like that £100 back before you go.” I was 
devastated, but I grudgingly returned the cash to my dad. It soured 
my leaving and I walked down to the station with tears in my eyes. 
Minutes later, as I trudged along through the streets of Wallasey, I heard 
somebody calling after me. Turning round I saw my dad on his bike, 
pedalling furiously to try and catch up with me. “Gray, I was wrong,” 
he said, offering back the money, but it was too late for such gestures. I 
said no, carried on walking and did not look back.

It was a long journey with several changes, and I had a number of 
hours on the train to think about what might lie ahead before it finally 
pulled in to the station at Portsmouth. 

On my arrival at Hilsea Barracks I joined a queue of other 
unfortunates who had received their call-up papers. The man in front of 
me caught my eye. His hair was a lustrous jet black, a startling contrast 
to his alabaster skin. His smart hairstyle was a perfect reflection of his 
well cut suit and polished shoes. I was standing behind him in a line of 
maybe 100 men. On my way to this queue I had passed the gatehouse 
with its barred windows, through which peered the sorry faces of all 
the wretched characters who had not towed the line and some who 
had tried to run away. Nervously, I felt for the passport and money 
in my pocket, but it was now clear that desertion was not an option. 
As I waited, each man in the queue ahead was unceremoniously given 
his army haircut until it was the turn of the well dressed man in front 
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of me. A soldier in uniform approached him with a pair of clippers in 
his hand. With an efficient flick of his wrist, he swiftly ran the clippers 
straight up the back of the man’s head. His pure white skin turned blue 
from the harsh scraping of the blades, and all of his wonderful black, 
shiny locks fell to the floor.

Moments later I felt the sting of the clippers on the back of my 
head, as I too was relieved of my civilian identity. All the labels that 
had been attached to me for the last 21 years fell away with my shorn 
hair. From that moment I was going to have to find out who Graham 
Walker really was. 
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