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Chapter three

Cumbrian to the core 

The house that I was born in was just a stone block 

a few metres square in a picturesque village called 

Mealsgate. My brother Bill was a toddler when I 

came along in 1924, and my arrival marked the start of  a 

competitive sibling relationship that was to go on at least as 

long as we lived under the same roof. 

My parents named me Sarah Jane after my two grand-

mothers, but since the age of  five I have been just ‘Sally’ to 

all whom I have counted as my family and friends. 

Kendall was my father’s surname, and my mother’s 

maiden name was Borrowdale. These are both solid Cum-

brian names, so it seems fair to assume that both sides of  

my family had existed quite happily in that part of  the world 

for many generations until I came along.

Pop was six foot tall and a very strong man, ideally 

built to be a farm labourer — a job that he was very good at. 

He worked mainly with horses — grooming them, feeding 

them and cleaning them out — but would also do any other 
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job around a farm that was required. From cutting hedges 

to milking cows, Pop could turn his hand to anything.

Everybody knew my father and everybody was his 

friend, but he was a fool unto himself  because he drank 

too much. He never lost any time over alcohol but he could 

not walk past a pub, and any extra money he earned went 

straight to the breweries. Providing for his family financially 

was not a responsibility that he shirked in any way, and he 

was never violent or unkind to us at all, but he wasn’t much 

of  a family man; he was always out with the boys, and, wher-

ever the boys were, he would be the first one there.

In our lives there was a poverty of  things, but never 

a poverty of  affection. Pop loved us and treated us with 

respect, and Mother was a kind and gentle soul. She was the 

perfect housewife and homemaker and built up the bricks 

and mortar of  a very happy childhood for us. There was 

no suggestion of  her getting a job; Pop wouldn’t allow it. 

During the war she wanted to contribute as a worker like 

many women and was offered a job with the Oxo Company, 

which had been evacuated to our village, but Pop wouldn’t 

let her go. “She’s my wife,” he said sternly, “and I’ll look 

after her,” and he did look after her financially. 

Aside from the money, however, Mother looked af-

ter everything else. Pop may have thought that he was in 

charge, but it was Mother who really ruled the roost. It was 

Mother who dictated what was eaten and when. She decided 

where things were kept, and what furniture should grace our 

house. Pop’s vests and shirts were all hung up to warm, but 

nothing would be touched without Mother’s say so. Father 
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never so much as put on a pair of  socks without getting the 

go ahead from Mother first!

Mother spent her days ensuring that her husband and 

children were fed, cleaned and cared for. That was her life’s 

work, and she never asked for anything for herself. Unlike 

her eldest daughter, she never really had ambitions to do 

anything else, and she was a very contented woman and very 

happy with her lot. 

Pop boxed my ears on several occasions, but Mother 

never did. Every time I did something wrong, she would 

threaten me with some kind of  disciplinary action. “I’ll 

bring your father in to see you when he gets home,” she 

would say, and I would lie in my bed, petrified, waiting for 

my punishment. It never came, but the threat was enough 

to make me think twice the next time. Another of  Moth-

er’s threats was that I would have no supper if  I had done 

something very bad. Half  an hour later she would invariably 

come through with a steaming plate of  something or other. 

She really was the most generous-hearted soul that I have 

ever encountered.

My parents met in a village called Boltongate, which 

sits on a hill overlooking the river Ellen, and boasts a four-

teenth-century church and an impressive view of  Mount 

Skiddaw to the south. Almost all of  the young men of  the 

village had been lost at Ypres during the First World War, 

including two of  Mother’s brothers and a couple of  her pre-

vious boyfriends, but many of  my extended family still lived 

there during my childhood.

When I was about eighteen months old, Mother be-
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came pregnant again, and I was shipped off  to live with my 

grandmother at Boltongate until my sister Joan came into 

the world. In no time I became very friendly with everybody 

in that village. Even as a toddler, I was quite happy to wan-

der about and chat to anyone and everybody, but without a 

doubt, Uncle Tom was my favourite.

Uncle Tom, who was actually my grandfather’s uncle, 

had a long beard and moustache that was always stained 

with tobacco. What he lacked in stature, he made up for 

in character, and he wore strings under his knees to stop 

his trousers hanging down. An old clay pipe always dangled 

out of  his mouth and he chewed tobacco, the juices spilling 

down his long beard as he worked. Danger was in the air for 

any fly that buzzed past Uncle Tom. The tobacco balls that 

he spat out could kill one at six yards! 

As I sat propped up on his knee, breathing in his 

scent of  sweat and tobacco, he would tell me long fantasti-

cal stories and I would believe every word. Uncle Tom did 

not wash more than once a week and his skin was always 

streaked with dirt, but he was a kind man and kindness has 

always been palatable to me.

By trade, Uncle Tom was what you would now call a 

plumber. In those days he was known as the village drainer, 

and he laid a whole network of  pipes and drains throughout 

that village and the surrounding area. It was Uncle Tom’s 

job to go to all the farms in the area and work out the best 

way to drain the water from the springs to where the cattle 

were, so that the animals had a good supply of  fresh water. 

When the plans were in place, Uncle Tom would get a team 
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of  men to lay the pipes in the proper manner. Working out 

the gradients and so on was a highly skilled job, and Uncle 

Tom was very successful in it.

The church was the centre of  the village, and the 

churchyard was Uncle Tom’s domain. When somebody 

died, he would prepare the grave and fill it in, perhaps with 

the help of  his underlings. All that tobacco didn’t do him 

too much harm, as he lived until he was ninety-one. As a tes-

tament to his popularity within the local community, he has 

his own special spot in Boltongate churchyard. The grave-

stone has the simple epitaph, ‘Uncle Tom’. That says it all.

Uncle Tom’s sister, Auntie Maggie, owned the whole-

sale shop in Boltongate and my mother’s sister, Auntie Mary, 

owned the retail shop. 

Auntie Maggie’s shop, in what should have been the 

living room of  her house, was a cornucopia of  good things. 

Farmers would travel to Auntie Maggie’s by horse and cart 

and bulk buy salt, lard and butter, which all came in huge 

blocks. Everywhere you looked were enormous bags of  

sugar, flour, currants and raisins, and the air in the shop was 

thick with the sweet smell of  the large, rope-like ‘skegs’ of  

tobacco, known locally as ‘black twist’. Kindness ran in the 

family, and Auntie Maggie would never let me leave without 

a stick of  liquorice or some other highly prized delicacy.

There was one farmer who was not happy with the 

price of  his black twist.

“Does thoo know ow much it is now?” said Auntie 

Maggie in her broad Cumbrian as she measured the rope of  

tobacco around her arm.
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“No,’” said the farmer. “Ow much is it now?”

“It’s three pence ha’penny an ounce now,” replied 

Maggie.

“Nay, Maggie, nay, Maggie. I’m not paying for it. I’ll 

do without,” said the disgruntled farmer.

“Tha’ll just ave to do without then,” said Maggie.

So the farmer, not wanting to leave without his to-

bacco, said, “I’ll just take two ounces then,” instead of  his 

usual three. 

Thereafter, every week, he would go into the shop 

wanting his three ounces back, as two ounces weren’t satis-

fying him. So Auntie Maggie said that she would charge him 

three pence an ounce instead of  three pence ha’penny. 

After a few weeks, the farmer said to Maggie, “Ee, 

Maggie, you’ve been so kind. I’ve right enjoyed that. It’s 

nice baccy you sell as well. Three pence an ounce you’ve 

been charging, haven’t you? Well, I know it’s three pence 

ha’penny really, so I’ve decided to give you the three pence 

ha’penny this week.”

“Nay, don’t bother,” said Auntie Maggie with a wry 

smile. “I’ve been giving you a bit less every week.” Auntie 

Maggie was no fool!

Life was hard for my father’s family, as they spent 

their lives underground with all the danger and dirt that was 

part of  the daily routine of  every miner.

Grandfather Kendall was a staunch Methodist and 

the churchwarden, and he had a black and white view of  the 

world: right was right and wrong was wrong and there was 

no debating to be done. 
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Every Sunday morning I would be dressed up in my 

best dress, which was made of  blue velvet with little white 

cuffs, and which Mother always steamed beforehand with 

her little box iron. 

The family would then stand up straight in the sit-

ting room, all clean and polished up, and Grandfather would 

read the epistle for the day. After that we would all traipse 

off  to church where Grandfather would take the collection. 

On our return home he would lead us into the sitting room 

and bless us one at a time, putting his hand on our heads 

as he did so. When this routine was over he would say, “I’ll 

away and have a drink now,” and disappear to the pub to sup 

a pint of  beer or two. Grandma never went with him.


