
‘Mr White, Irvine continued: ‘I have lived this story all my
life from being a young boy until today and I hope you
will bring an end to it for all our sakes. Time and time
again, over the years I’ve gone over almost all of the facts,
re-read the papers and studied all the other evidence we
have. I can remember virtually all the conversations I’ve
had. I feel I know all those concerned, and I almost feel as
though I was there, taking part in every move, feeling
every emotion. I cannot continue what is left of my life in
peace until we receive justice for our friend and I can put
this to the back of my mind.’
‘I can see and feel you are determined to make someone

listen. Well, I’m listening.’
‘Mr White, I think it’s important that I start by giving

you the background to the story because it goes back to
the 1890s, and you will get a better feel of how and why
things happened as they did.’
‘That’s fair enough. Carry on.’
Irvine recounts the story...
My father was born in 1892, the last of seven brothers

and one sister, Alice, all born very close to one another as
they were in those days, There was Evan, the eldest with
the same name as his father, who was my grandfather,
then Charlie, David, Graham, Frank, Alice, Jess and Noel,
my father. My grandmother, who was always known as
Mrs Gough was also named Alice.
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They all lived in this house, which you can imagine
was very crowded, but no one knew any better and just
accepted their lot.
All the houses were rented and if you believe the

modern-day landlords are rough, tough and
unscrupulous. I can assure you they are amateurs
compared with the owners of these properties. There was
no protection for the tenant. The first complaint meant you
were out on the street. If you missed one week’s rent, you
were out on the street and if you fell out with any of the
landlord’s friends or relatives, you were out on the street,
no matter what the size or ages of your family.
They were all poor as church mice, suffering the same

ups and downs in life. Children came along at roughly the
same time and they too became firm friends. Many
children died at an early age because conditions were
cruel. If they survived, most of them grew up tough. They
all went to the same school as our family did, the Great
Bricklin Street Board School. The locals never used the
word ‘Great’. It was always known as the Board School.
It was worse if your house was owned by your

employer. They would deduct the rent from your wages. If
you became ill and couldn’t work, you were out on the
street and what was worse, if you fell out with the charge
hand, foreman, works superintendent, or the owner, you
lost your job and again you were out on the street. This
was the worst of the scenarios, as there appeared to be a
sort of cartel between the employers. If you were sacked
by an employer, it always signified you were a
troublemaker, whether it was true or not and, of course, as
the word got round no one else would employ you. So
you were not only out of a job and inevitably out on the
street, you now had to leave the area because no one
locally would give you any sort of employment.
This led to terrible bullying and corruption; men were
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cheated out of their wages by the lower end of the
management structure and were too afraid of losing their
jobs to fight or even argue. Money would be stopped from
their pay for the simplest of reasons, which were often
made up by the charge hand.
Uncle Evan was a cobbler by trade and one of those

who fell foul of his charge hand. He was sacked simply
because he stood up for fellow workers and because he
was involved with a union. He was so annoyed that he
used all his cash to buy a tray of cherries and sold them in
front of his works at Queen Square in the centre of
Wolverhampton. He was that successful he bought
another tray the following day. By the end of the week, he
had begun to sell other fruit and vegetables. From then on
he never looked back. He bought a horse and cart and
hawked the fruit and vegetables around the streets of the
town. Within three years, he still had his round but also
operated three shops. His business empire grew and grew,
but he never forgot his socialist principles, not only
helping his family but all those who needed help. He
became an excellent employer. The rest of the family were
not so lucky or courageous.
Many of the resident families arrived at the same time

and in consequence they too became firm friends. There
was an esprit de corps and like the musketeers, they were
all for one and one for all. They worked at the same place,
which was either the Compass Iron & Steel Company, or
Compass Castings Limited, which were both owned by
Lord Winston Heath, and sited in the same complex.
Lord Winston Heath had a vast empire from the north to

the south of England with works in almost every big
town. His family was one of the nouveau riche of the time,
but he was very much part of the establishment and a man
with a considerable amount of influence in all aspects of
life, including the church, the judiciary and business. He
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exercised enormous powers over church affairs, often
influencing the content of sermons as well as ordering the
pastors to castigate the wrongdoers in his factories,
particularly those who were members of the union. On
one occasion he fell out with a local pastor over some
workers’ rights and from that moment banned all his
employees from attending the church, or risk losing their
jobs. To rub salt into the wound, he had the water cut off
to the vicarage as he owned the water rights. That was
until the vicar apologised for the mistakes he had made
and that was only achieved with the help of the bishop.
When it was finally over, his Lordship featured in all but
the socialist press glorying in his victory over the church.
The cartoons of the day boasted he had a victory over God
Himself!
Lord Winston Heath’s employees were always in fear

of losing their employment as there were ten people for
every one job. Men and a few women would work for
whatever they could get but wages were extremely low.
The families in Tremont Street were almost joined at

the hip. Next door at number 16 were the Guests, Ida and
Wilf; they had two children, Bobby and Janet, my mother.
The Wearings, Bert and Lilly lived at number 11 opposite
and had two boys, Fred and Jack and a girl, Charlotte, the
latter becoming inseparable from Janet. At number 9 were
Jack and Lottie Ambrose. They had two children, Anne
and Seth. Finally, there was Bill Wilson and his wife
Victoria at number 8. They had four girls, Anne, Elizabeth,
Mary and Lily plus one boy Henry the youngest, the same
age as my father.
Bill always joked that when Henry was born that was

it. He didn’t want to risk another girl. It was bad enough
with one wife but more women in the household would
have been sheer hell.
The Smith family lived at number 2; they were Graham
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Senior as he preferred to be called, and his downtrodden,
desperately treated wife, Grace, who was often seen with
a black eye, together with their obnoxious son Graham
Junior, again as his father insisted he was called. The
Smith family arrived a few years after my family and the
others had moved in. The neighbours considered them to
be posh because they used a removal firm and had a few
decent pieces of furniture. Graham Jnr was born a few
months after their arrival, about the same time as my
father.
They all felt something was not quite right when

Graham Smith Snr was made a charge hand at the works
after only a few weeks working there. No one respected
him as he was not able to do the job he was already doing,
and he certainly threw his weight about. A year later, he
was made the senior charge hand and things got worse.
The children grew up together and played together, all

ending up here at number 14. This yard was much bigger
and not divided into two like many others in the street.
Grandfather made a gate, closing it to the rear alley which
made it safe and prevented the children wandering off.
They were a happy lot and although they had no toys as

such, they made wooden swords and became Roman
soldiers or made guns when they were playing at being
British soldiers. The boys would fight the battles and the
girls would become the nurses. Fred Wearing always
became the leader simply because he was the most daring.
He would be the first over the wall into the sports field
and the first to climb the trees or get on the roof of the
football stands. He was inevitably the daredevil, but he
was always there to help the others, no matter what.
Large cardboard boxes would become boats or even

houses like those in Penn or Tettenhall, the upper class
areas of Wolverhampton. The only thing which spoiled
their pleasure was the constant presence of Graham Smith
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Jnr. He always wanted his way and if he didn’t get it he
would become aggressive and would think nothing of
hitting the girls like some enraged boxer. If that didn’t
work he would run to his parents which caused further
trouble. If the children’s parents dared to complain, then
it was: “Oh, he’s only playing, aren’t you, Graham?”
“Yes Mummy,” was the retort, followed by a

supercilious look on his face to denote he had won.
The Smiths were more financially fortunate than the

others. The extra money they had meant they could afford
better and more food on the table. In fact, young Graham
was becoming bigger by the day, not with muscle, but
with fat, so much so he was able to throw his weight
around and get away with it. The young ones in the area
were terrified of him simply because of his size.
He wasn’t welcome simply because he was becoming

as bossy as his father and just as unpleasant, but every
time the children sent him home, his mother would come
storming down the street complaining to all their mothers
that her son was being ostracized because he was the
boss’s son. Invariably, they would all give in for a quiet
life. On regular occasions, Smith Snr would arrive and lay
the ground rules down, treating the dads as though they
were still at work and should do as they were told. The
sad thing was he had the power to hire and fire and the
consequences for any family were dire and not worth the
risk.
Smith Snr was becoming more and more corrupt and

with it came more and more bullying of the employees.
He began to stop money from their wages on the slightest
pretext, but the worst of the man showed every time a
colleague died, which unfortunately was a fairly regular
occurrence because working and living conditions were
that dreadful. He would organise a collection for the
family of the deceased. It wouldn’t be much, but whatever
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the amount, he would keep half for himself. Everyone
knew what was going on but was too frightened to do
anything. However, every time his wife Grace Smith was
seen with something new, people would shout, “Who’s
died then, Grace?” She would simply scurry off.
All the children went to the Board School, which

Grandmother thought was the most important thing of all.
She was determined that all her children learned to read
and write, especially my father, Noel. She wanted him to
go to one of those new universities that were opening up
to help the poorest in society to further their education.
She spent hours with all of them after school, going
through their homework. When it was just Noel left at
home she spent much of the morning teaching him to read
and write and to do maths. When he eventually started
school, he was well ahead of his peer group.
The problem at the time was the family could not afford

to buy Noel a pair of shoes and his father hadn’t finished
making his rope sandals. He used to tell me every time he
saw a posh man or woman walking down the street he
would hide in case it was the truant inspector from the
Board School. Eventually, he was caught out and his
absence from school had to be explained. My grandmother
was completely honest and told them they couldn’t afford
some shoes and that Jess hadn’t grown out of his yet. She
also explained that he was being educated and not
wasting his time. The inspector was very impressed at the
standard he had reached and how well his mother had
done, advising her to resolve the problem as quickly as
possible.
They did make the effort. Grandfather finished the

sandals a few days later and my father was off to school,
accompanied by his older brother and his sister Alice who
held his hand all the way. However, the shock of having
to be separated from her when they arrived was almost
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too much. The boys and girls were separated on arrival
and were not allowed to meet or even talk to their
brothers or sisters until school was finished for the day.
Frank took over the responsibility until he thought my
dad and Jess could cope, which had to be the following
day.
The others would not wear rope sandals at any price

simply because it was only the children from poor
families who wore them; they preferred to put cardboard
in their shoes if the soles had holes in, but it was all right
for a five-year-old. He did get some teasing, but when you
had elder brothers still at school, it wasn’t too bad. When
my dad was older, so were the members of the little gang
and then there was always strength in numbers.
Grandmother was right to educate him at home because

he was streets ahead of the others and from then on, he
was encouraged enormously by the teachers and became
somewhat of a favourite, as they too kept up his
enthusiasm for education.
After school, every child had to help in the home and

was given various tasks to perform before they could play
out. This also applied to the other families. My dad had to
feed the chickens, Jess had to look after the garden, Alice
had to iron some clothes and so on. They also had to take
it in turns for at least half an hour, to make the rag mats
once Grandfather had shown them what to do. This was a
real chore which none of them liked, but after the half
hour was up, it was like the bell at school – they came out
from everywhere to play. Team games like ‘Kick the Can
or Cannon’ were the favourites. These were games which
gave them the chance to get little Smith Jnr out first of all,
if only to get him sidelined for a few minutes. Even so, he
would go home and complain to his mother. If his father
was around this would cause even more problems for the
other children.
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As they grew older my uncle Graham used his self-
taught engineering talent to build racing cars from
anything that had wheels. An old set from a pram would
be the pinnacle; they were big and went very fast. The
rider or driver, call him what you may, sat on the frame
and was pushed until he was going fast enough to leave
the rest to him. The front wheels were on a swivel and
steered by means of string pulled in the direction he
wished to go. It was sheer excitement as the car whizzed
round the sloping narrow paths in the park, creating
mayhem as the rider screamed for everyone to get out of
the way.
This was one activity where they could exclude Smith

Jnr as no one would push him or allow him to use their
car. Then the inevitable happened – he turned up in a
well-used pedal car, which they knew was very
expensive, even when bought second hand. Everyone
knew that a senior charge hand at the factory wouldn’t
earn money like that. It made people begin to think more
about where Smith Snr was getting the extra funds.
The group were growing up and becoming sportier,

often playing a little rougher, but the girls continued to
be involved. Smith Jnr could see and hear the pleasure
they were having and wanted to be included, but he was
becoming more and more jealous of my father’s
relationship with Janet, especially as she was becoming a
prettier girl by the day; this was beginning to cause some
serious friction.
However, his weight was no longer the advantage it

had previously been; in fact, almost all the boys could run
faster, hit harder and generally were leaner and fitter even
though he still tried to dominate. I remember being told
about the sports day. The teachers used to allocate which
teams each pupil was in and which races they had to run
and which other activities they were to take part in. Well,
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poor Graham had three races – the 100 yards, the 220
yards and the 440 yards. It was cruel and I am sure that
the teachers deliberately chose these races just to bring
him down a peg or two. It certainly did. He was last in
both the 100 and 220 yards and was lapped by every other
runner in the 440, with Frank winning the latter.
He went home embarrassed and in tears which resulted

in a visit from Graham Smith Snr, who went to the school
to ensure nothing like that ever happened again. He went
home with a flea in his ear as Miss Grisdale, the Head
Mistress, would have none of it. She was not going to be
told by him how to run her school. That was until she was
hauled in front of the Town Council and had to apologise
to Smith or lose her job. She was a determined lady and
resigned, only to leave the area entirely.
It was at this time that we began to realise that the

Smiths had someone pulling strings for them.
It was evident to all that Fred was becoming the leader

of the group. All the children loved to follow him; he
always seemed to look after them particularly if they did
anything a little daring. This too became difficult for
Smith Jnr. He was already jealous of Noel because he and
Janet were great friends and now became very jealous of
Fred who had the respect of all of them.
On one particular day Smith Jnr followed the children

to the park. It was just after they had been warned he
must be allowed to play with them, so he was being King
Dick, bossing everyone around and showing off.
Suddenly, he grabbed Janet’s scarf, wrapped it round the
ball they had been playing with and kicked it with
enormous force.
The ball landed high into a tree and became stuck.

Well, of course Janet began crying and my father, Noel
went up to console her, which made Graham seethe with
envy. Then of course, my father went over to retrieve it.
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This was the first of Graham’s big mistakes. My father
was about to begin his climb up the tree when Smith
pushed him away.
‘I did it! I’ll get it for Janet,’ he announced in his usual

brash way and began to climb up the tree. It wasn’t the
most difficult of trees to climb but Graham, now quite
plump would not take advice from Fred as to the best way
up and at about 15 feet he became stuck and was nowhere
near the ball. Of course, everyone began laughing and as
more and more people arrived to see what the commotion
was all about, the more they laughed the more agitated
Smith became.
Everybody began shouting advice on how to get down.

Another would shout how to get the ball and scarf and
I’m sure he would not have heard any of it. The more he
struggled, the more stuck he became. Someone even
suggested calling the Fire Brigade.
‘No!’ Smith shouted. He didn’t want that

embarrassment.
‘Well, they’ll come out for cats,’ an old lady called out.
I suppose the audience had grown to about thirty

people when the park keeper arrived with his ladder. It
was the right height but because of Smith’s position in the
branches he could not get it near enough.
‘I’ll do it for you,’ Fred shouted.
‘What do you mean?’ the keeper asked.
‘I’ll show you,’ Fred replied as he too set off up the tree.
‘Come back. I don’t want two of you stuck up there,’

the keeper yelled.
‘I won’t,’ replied Fred as he clamoured up like a

squirrel taking food to its young. Within seconds, Fred
was level with Smith and gave him a huge cheeky smile.
They all saw the look of hate that emanated from Smith in
return. Fred passed Smith and retrieved the scarf and ball.
He threw them to my father and shouted to the keeper to
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shift the ladder over to him.
Fred was very mischievous, pushing the ladder near to

Smith but making sure it was on a branch he knew would
not take Smith’s weight.
‘It’s not very strong here,’ Fred shouted down. ‘The

branch is a bit floppy,’ he added, rubbing Smith’s nose in
it. ‘Try moving it round here,’ Fred shouted again. He
knew that wouldn’t work either as Smith would not be
able to climb over to it.
The park keeper moved the ladder to where Fred had

suggested and Fred pushed it into a safe position. He then
held his hand out for Smith to take hold of, again with
that cheeky smile all over his face. The offer was refused.
I think Smith would have killed him there and then

from what my father told me.
‘I can’t make it over there,’ he whispered to Fred

through gritted teeth.
Fred shouted down to the park keeper, making sure

everyone heard, ‘He says he can’t make it over there. Can
we move it somewhere else?’
By now Smith was absolutely seething: ‘I didn’t want

you to tell everyone.’
‘Oops sorry, I just thought you wanted me to shout and

tell the parky.’
‘I think we shall have to call the Fire Brigade, the

keeper shouted up.
‘Oh no,’ Smith said despairingly to Fred.
‘Wait there, son,’ the keeper called up. ‘They will be

about half an hour.’
Due to a previous emergency it was well over an hour

and a half before the Fire Service arrived at the park, at
which point they couldn’t get the engine to where Smith
was. They had to take the huge ladder off the vehicle and
wheel it to the tree. By this time, the crowd had grown
enormously, all wanting to advise the best course of
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action. In all his boyishness Fred pandered to the crowd,
climbing up and down at will, whilst everyone
congratulated him for helping his friend and keeping his
spirits up.
Seth had run up to the offices of the Express & Star and

told them about the incident in the park. Within minutes,
a reporter arrived for a story where Fred was the little
hero. The park keeper told them how stupid the kid was
for thinking he could climb the tree and how brave Fred
had been trying to help his friend out of trouble. Within
minutes, the Fire Brigade had him down. But didn’t he
get a telling off in front of the entire crowd.
‘You shouldn’t do such things. You’ve wasted all this

time. Come on, what’s yer name and address.’ Smith was
reluctant to answer, knowing what would happen to him
when he got home.
Fred answered for him. ‘He’s Graham Smith and his

dad is the boss at Compass, isn’t he, Graham?’
The good thing about the incident was that they got rid

of him as he had ripped his trousers and had to go home.
It gave them much to laugh about but they all knew Fred
had made a lasting enemy.
Graham was told to stay away from them for a short

while which was marvellous as they were sick of his
interference and now they tried another method, using a
code to get away from him. They always met about 5
o’clock so if Fred’s front bedroom curtain was closed they
would be playing in the sports field over the wall and if
it was open, they would be in the park. It was mostly the
football pitch, over the wall because Frank was becoming
quite talented at football and wanted to practise all the
time.
However, Smith Jnr soon sussed out their scheme and

again complained to his father.
Smith Snr, who had now been made under foreman,
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called all the men into his office and wanted an
explanation as to why his son was being ostracized by
their children. By ‘men’ I mean the heads of families, also
known endearingly as the Tremont Street Mob: Evan
Gough, Wilf Guest, Bert Wearing, Jack Ambrose and Bill
Wilson.
Bert Wearing just had a touch of genius. ‘Look boss, we

didn’t feel you would want your son playing with our
children now that you are the under foreman.’
The mere fact that Bert called him boss simply made

Smith’s chest stick out and his head swell. It worked and
they couldn’t believe his next remark. ‘Come on men, you
know I’m not like that. We all live on the same street.’
They were all trying desperately not to laugh.
It was another touch of Bert’s genius that made the day.

‘Not for long, boss,’ he said. ‘You’ll be moving to a place
which suits your position. We’ll never reach those dizzy
heights.’ He paused to let his words sink in before adding
another line:
‘Boss, we’ll keep our children away from him to save

you the embarrassment.’
Smith Snr nodded, realising he now had a position to

maintain.
It worked; they left his office, with him shaking their

hands and thanking them. He then had the gall to give
them one shilling and three pence to treat each of them to
a pint of beer in the Fighting Cocks.
‘Thank you boss,’ Bert said, touching his forelock.
They got well away from Smith’s domain before they

allowed themselves to burst out laughing.
‘Well done, Bert. Good one my old mate.’ They were

full of praise for Bert’s quick thinking as they made their
way to the Fighting Cocks for the pint.
It was the first time for a long time that they had been

out together for a pint and it gave them the chance to have
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a chat. Bert was given the money so he bought the drinks:
‘Five pints of Butlers, please.’
‘Come into money, Bert?’ the publican asked.
‘Naah! The boss decided to treat us.’ They exploded

with laughter again only to stop to watch the pints being
pulled. Their eyes followed the froth gently sliding over
the sides of the glass and falling into the tray, which some
poor sod would drink in his glass of mild. Theirs was a
pure pint and with five mouths watering, they were ready.
Bert raised his glass. ‘Cheers boss!’ The five erupted

once more.
‘Make it last,’ Wilf said after the excitement had waned.
‘Oh, don’t worry. I’ve got seven pence so we can have

another half at least.’
Between them they managed another pint, but the

important thing about this get-together was they were all
of one mind.
‘Some things I just can’t understand,’ Bert suddenly

remarked. ‘How did Smith Snr get the job in the first
place? Why is he being promoted continuously? What
hold has Smith over the works superintendent if any?’
‘It could be Lord Winston Heath. There have been a few

rumours about him over the years,’ one of the others
added.
They knew he was the owner of the business, which

had branches all over the country and couldn’t believe that
he would be mixed up with Smith, so that was dismissed
and they continued concentrating on the works
superintendent. They chatted for a couple of hours before
tramping back home, determined to find out what was
behind the rising power of Smith Snr.
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