Ruth Owen’s Reading Group, talking about Love on the Dole, by Walter Greenwood with Clare Jenkins
Introductions…

I’m Kate Rutter

Jools Duggleby

Liz Perry

Lynn Hagger 

Ruth Owen

CJ: Why don’t I go round first of all and ask first question on list. Which is – did you enjoy it?

Kate: Yes – and no… I really did enjoy it, I found it a gripping read and I felt for the characters, but I just felt it was so unrelentingly weak that it was a bit of a downer. Just briefly, I’ll say that.

Jools: I liked it and, though it was fairly relentless, that was one of the things I quite liked about it. And also that it was quite humorous. I’ll come back to that if you like.

Liz: I liked it, too, and relentless was a word that kept coming up in my mind as I was reading it. But I liked it as well for those human qualities as well – adolescence and growing up, being in love, those sort of things, too. So I didn’t find it totally, unremittingly bleak.

Lynn: I’d like to echo all of that. I really couldn’t wait to read it, I wanted to know what was going to happen to the characters – got engaged with those really quickly. I loved the camaraderie – it reminded me of the sort of camaraderie you get on a picket line. It’s quite special I think, quite unique. I felt uncomfortable, because it made me feel absolutely enraged in terms of what these people were having to experience – which is uncomfortable, but yet  quite nice that I can still feel that, you know, I haven’t become too cynical, too mellow, that nothing touches me any more. So I liked that, too.

Ruth: I liked it too, very much. And I was also touched by the sort of esprit de corps a lot of them showed, their camaraderie. And I was also very impressed – and this is what I really liked – about, just let’s get on and do it, especially Mr and Mrs Hardcastle, I thought they were real stars. And what I particularly liked was the Greek chorus – the - is it Mrs Nattle? 

Others: Mrs Nattle. Mrs Bull, Mrs Jike, [Mrs Dorbell]

Ruth: They were like a Greek god(?), commenting – and they had a bit of a laugh, didn’t they, the women?

Others: Yes…

Ruth: And as Jools pointed out to me, on the plane coming back from Istanbul – cos we were talking about literature… - that’s us, she said. We are the women. In the 1930s, we would have been those women, not these youngsters that we look like now. So yeah, enjoyed it very much indeed.

Liz: Having a nip, a thruppeny nip, indeed. Cheers! [Raising her wine glass!]

CJ: What’s a thruppeny nip?

Lynn: Well, they go round Mrs Nattles – she’s the one that lends money to them. A bit like a poor man’s pawnbroker, their first port of call. And she would charge thruppence for a nip of whisky, which she hid under her skirts because it was obviously unlawful. If anybody came knocking at the door, until she knew who it was, she would hide it under her skirts.

Jools: In fact, you know I said I wanted to come back to the humour? That was what I wanted to come back to, and a slight lack of comfort about the way the older women were described. Older people, particularly women, were much less sympathetically described than the young people. And it seems a shame really, it seemed a missed opportunity. But maybe that’s what happens when a young man writes a book!

Kate: I suppose so, and I also thought – I thought exactly that, and  although it was funny, and I really enjoyed the fact that there was the comedy in that, I did feel that really we were meant to laugh at them, rather than with them – the women, the older women. And that’s why I thought the book was so bleak in a way, because I thought what it lacked in terms of humour was that working class humour that is so embedded in the culture, isn’t it – you know, northern women, northern men, men in the factories – and I thought it lacked a bit of that wit which would have lightened it.

(Murmurs of agreement from the others)

Lynn: He wasn’t a young man when he wrote it, was he?

Kate?: He was born in 1903, so he wrote it in 1930, so (quite young). 

Jools: Younger than us…

Liz?: Did you feel that about all four of the women equally, though? I thought Mrs Bull was much more developed character. She’d formed strong views – she was an atheist and advised Sally about a particular course of action. She was portrayed in an interesting way that wasn’t just someone who’s a comic figure. I think I agreed with her as well. It was a very difficult moral argument at the end, wasn’t it, about whether Sally was better off selling herself, and you couldn’t deny that that was true. 

Others: she was a real pragmatist, wasn’t she? And her family were also better off. 

Liz?: Yeah, they’d all benefited from it. So I thought she was quite an interesting character, actually, considering that they’d all be uneducated and would have had hard lives themselves.

Ruth: They were uneducated, weren’t they? But they had a barrel load of common sense, and how to go on, and fixed ideas about what you should and shouldn’t do. They were very clear in their thinking, there wasn’t this muddled should we, shan’t we? Compass pointing north and they never budged.

Lynn?: But did you think, though, that they were a bit naïve, because in reality these people would have been through the 1926 General Strike, and most of them would have been in trade unions and would have been very pro-union, whereas the only bit of that we got was Larry. He was the only one – and Sally, yeah.

Jools: I felt that, cos when you just said about – it reminded you of some of the sense of being on a picket line, I felt as if it didn’t. I felt that on the whole these were individuals struggling to get through, and one of the things they lacked was the education or the understanding of the time to become politically involved. The kind of mob thing they did, when they all get stirred up – but there’s no kind of political underpinning of that, is there?

Lynn: I didn’t mean political camaraderie, though, it was the shared  misfortune, and when the main character, Harry, won that money, there was this sharing of good fortune, which was really nice.I thought one of the funniest bits, because I could just picture it, was when they were clearing out Larry’s things from his lodgings, and all those scruffy kids were leaping on the cart and swinging off the lam poists, and the outrage from those guys – sweet.

CJ: Has it travelled through time well? 

Jools: Ummm… It couldn’t have been written now. If he was 30 now, he’d have written a different book. I think it might have been perhaps written sympathetically now about whoever we despise now – the Chavs, or what we call the underclass. But there are different sets of problems - people aren’t as poor as these people were.

Ruth: And there was  the expectation that everybody wanted to work, whereas there isn’t that now, so in terms of carrying through for that political and cultural climate, I don’t think it does. Which doesn’t take away from the book, which is of its time, isn’t it? 

Kate: I think there are points where it connects very very strongly to today. Like, I was thinking as I was reading it, you know when they take – what do they say, ‘knock him off the dole’, and they introduce the means testing of the dole, which is new.  And what occurred to me is that in an economic recession like we’re having now, that’s exactly what happens. You know, they start to means test sickness pay and knock people off invalidity, and it’s always the working-class people who get it in the neck first, and in that sense it’s travelled well because it shows how little in some ways things have changed, in relative terms.

Ruth: I think that’s true, Kate, but in reality people aren’t getting knocked off. There’s the job seekers allowance, for you to actively job seek and you have special interviews – what have you done this week to get yourself a job – and in reality very few people are left high and dry today, whereas then there were. And there was the hanging on the street corner and that doesn’t happen so much now.

Liz: It happens to asylum seekers.

Kate: Yes, but not to the indigenous population.

Liz: I think it’s in pockets, and you could take this to the North-East, that geographical pocket, where they have relatively recently lost their manufacturing base and ship-building, and there’s a whole swathe who would really like to work and can’t, and who despair, really.

Jools: It struck me really as an odd question. It’s not a question you’d ask of Oliver Twist or Vanity Fair. They dated in the sense that, for example, we don’t hang people at the moment – so really I think it’s an odd question to ask.

Kate: But human nature remains the same, doesn’t it? And I’m quite convinced by Greenwood’s exploration of human nature.

Lynn?: For me the nearest parallels were books we’ve read about asylum seekers, or films around asylum seekers. Where there is a sort of inevitability – you could imagine a protagonist in a story around that setting, who would have the same fierce hopes dashed that we see happening here. And there must be other communities in the world where this would ring lots of bells if not our own.

Jools: Yes… To jump to another question – did it remind you of other books. One of the books I put is A Fine Balance, set in India, where people are getting more and more desperate and getting less and less. They can’t win. And when I thought about it, it seemed a kind of parallel. So that’s why it’s not dated because there are people in the world that are struggling in exactly the same way.

Liz?: A book it reminded me of was from a century earlier – Mary Barton [agreement]. The descriptions of the houses and the rats and the squalor.

Ruth: And the family, the Davenports, who Carson and John Barton help out and the guy’s got a fever and they stay over with them, and they’ve got loads of kids and he does die in the end and the conditions are absolutely dire.

Kate?: And the needle mistress losing her sight, knowing that she was losing her sight.

Liz?: All the deaths in childbed – it’s all there, isn’t it?

Ruth: And the Carsons, the really rich. We have them represented here by Sam Grundy, the bookmaker – there’s a bookmaker, the pawnbroker and Alderman Ezekie….. There’s those three people, the baddies, the evil ones…

Liz: They’re not hugely rich, are they? [No, but in comparison…] But they live off the backs of the poor and therefore have an income. But the unnamed rich people are the owners of Marlowes, aren’t they? They’re never presented in human form, but only as a machine to make money. 

Kate?: Why is it that West of the Pennines seems to be more productive of this good social commentary? Don’t you think?

CJ: So who do you think it was written for?

Jools: Not the people it was written about, on the whole. But to raise awareness, to prick the social conscience of the people who had a bit more education. 

Lynn: Really cathartic, don’t you think? To write down your rage at the injustice. 

Ruth: Because he lived it, didn’t he?

Lynn: Yes, what – three times on the dole? I fell in love with him – Larry. 

Ruth: So I think it was written as probably a piece of propaganda. Maybe he started off thinking I’ve got to get this written down, as a novel, and it changed along the way? I’m just guessing.

Kate: But isn’t it also the work of an artist, and a novelist, and this is the subject he chose to write about, in the same way Lawrence wrote about Sons and Lovers. I think the pitch here would work for those working-class people who were becoming educated in that time, because there were all those institutes, weren’t they? Like the Mechanical Institute [and the WEA] and it would be a fantastic book for somebody who was self-improving to read.

Ruth: People were, or had been, politicised by 1926, hadn’t they, by the General Strike?

Kate: This particular group of people weren’t very politicised, as we said earlier. They weren’t organised.

Jools: Presumably the Wall Street crash – this is afterwards. That’s very demoralising and destructive, isn’t it? Often, people are most politically active when they’re coming up a bit, and got a bit of time and energy to educate themselves.

Liz: And how or where would they have been? Because media was obviously nothing like it is now.  And they sounded to me like they could barely afford a newspaper – no TV, couldn’t afford a radio. So how or where would they be with the conditions even outside their own area?

Ruth: I don’t think very much at all, because he talks about you never escape from Salford even though the docks are there, you never escape, and it struck him with horror. 

Liz: And the seaside seems the furthest any of them would have gone.

Ruth: Exactly. So you didn’t leave. And the way the book is structured, how it begins with the lighting of the lamp or the knocking on the windows, and it ends like that, and that suggests – that circular shape - there’s no escape.

Lynn?: But the book wasn’t aimed at those sort of people. It was aimed at those people who were becoming politicised, and this would give very good case, wouldn’t it? Because that relentless condition – I’ve always lived here in this street, my father worked there but we’re on the dole now – that didn’t finish shortly after the Second World War either. I mean, that happened with the advent of Thatcher and everything that happened there. You could have found groups not unlike this in any mining village around here, couldn’t you?

CJ: Is this a kind of precursor of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, A Kind of Loving, etc? Is this the earlier angry young man? Late 50s, early 60s? 

Ruth: There seems to be quite a gap, doesn’t there? But maybe without this, they wouldn’t have been…

CJ: And without The Ragged Trousered Philanthropist.

Lynn: Which I was going to mention, definitely a precursor, and which I think is better written than this, and much more consciously political. Even though it’s equally depressing in a way because it all ends in failure – it’s more politically conscious than this.

20.00 Jools: 

