


A LIFE AND ITS SEASONS
SPRING IS GONE
by Peter Ferguson Wilcock

My aunty's face in tears blurred in the smoke, her hand grasping my mothers, both sobbing as the train jerked
slowly away. The soot blackened walls of the station slipped by, familiar buildings, the steep green slopes of the
valley, with its winding river, neatly walled fields and squares of woodland, rising to the purple of the moor-
lands. As my mother wiped away the tears on her round face, ugly now as she sobbed, my father holding her
against him, stroking her hair, the enormity of the event I was a part of occurred to me for the first time. We
were leaving home for ever, and our lives would never be the same again.

Like most thirteen year olds the excitement of leaving England and going to Canada had been my paramount
emotion. I don't recall having any regrets, in fact I was delighted that I would not have to take the final exams at
school in which I hadn't expected to do so well. After being top of the class for most of my three years at that
school, I'd expected to lose my crown that summer and was privately glad to be getting out unscathed. My
brother on the other hand, was indifferent to the academic side of things; missing exams was no consolation for
missing an opportunity to play on the school cricket team, and next Autumn the Rugger team. He also had, at
fifteen, dcéper friendships including some with girls. He was looking sullen in a corner of the carriage as the
train carried us with mechanical resolve further away from all that had been solid and familiar in our lives. My
excitement had become hollow uneasiness. My twelve year old sister, of course, was sobbing against my moth-
er subject as usual to the prevailing mood of the family circle. I joined her noisily.

Thus, dissolving in tears, our family emigrated to Canada. '

PART I

CHAPTER I
SPRING

From our back bedroom window we could see the fields with its grazing Ayrshire cows just beyond the back
garden. A dark row of stone houses, slate roofs glittering purple in both sun and rain, marked the border of our
part of the village. Beyond were the fields reaching up to the steep moors of the Pennine hills. Little cluster of
low stone buildings marked the tiny farms clinging to the side of the valley. The green grassland was broken up
into neat squares by old walls of large flat black stones piled together without mortar to bind them. Copses of
beeches and oak provided shade for the tiny forms of sheep and cows grazing on the rich grassy slopes.

This was our corner of the Aire Valley. The river itself flowed lazily a few miles away through flatter land. A

narrow river, biting its way through the rich earth of the wide valley bottom, its banks were not high, but steep.

In the spring the water rose and often flooded over the banks and covered the land. The usually gentle little

river wound tortuously from its source in the limestone cliffs of Malham Cove, and wandered beneath high fells

towards the farmlands and woodlands, past small sleepy villages and historic towns and abbeys to end finally in

the Wharfe River. Many streams from the hills entered it. Along these streams which tumbled in a great hurry
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from the moorland, small villages had developed, some, as ours did, back in Saxon times. Nestled into the pro-
tective valley walls, where now farmland for raising sheep and dairy cattle replaced thick woodlands, Qour little
village was a mile away from the highway between the towns of Skipton and Keighley. Other little villages lay
close by like beads along the necklace of this high road, each a distinct entity, its people distinct from those of
the nearest village, even if only a mile away.

Sutton-in-Craven, our West Yorkshire home and birthplace to my mother, brother and sister and I, stretched
purposefully along two becks, one a turbulent gushing stream pouring from the hills and the other a shallow,
lazy, gently curving body of water which somehow had earned the appellation of the Holﬁw River.

Sutton Beck, as its busier counterpart was called jwas simpler, a lower working class river which emptied
itself without fuss or ceremony into its lazier sister. Thereupon the Holme River, pepped up, tumbled along a bit
itself to provide some power for a large textile mill just down stream. Not being satisfied with its donation of
power to its middle class neighbour, the energetic little Sutton Beck turned the wheels of the villages other tex-
tile mill less than a mile above its final end in the larger stream.

The village, as I remember it, was a peaceful dead end, with the busy world passing by a mile away along the
main roads. The sounds familiar to me were those of the crows cawing in the tall trees across the fields, the
cows mooing loudly as they came up our back street to pasture, and off in the distance the sheep. Their voices
carried on the wind blowing off the tops of the hills. The wind I remember well, especially in winter when it
was bitingly cold coming from the North, moaning through the chimney tops and metal pole at the end of our
garden which held the clothesline. I'd listen to it at night, to its tone and hope when it reached a certain pitch
that snow was on the way. In March the wind blew in tremendous loud gusts, but it was moist and warmer,
bringing the smells of the earth and fresh new grass, tossing the daffodils in the garden about in a golden fren-
zy. In summer there was always a gentle cooling breeze, rarely absent for long even on a rare hot day. The fre-
quent showers brought from clouds collecting over the Pennines when the wind blew from the West, fell gently
in summer, between hot sunny periods; the "sun showers" which made the land so rich and productive in the
valley. In the autumn the same wind would whip the rain across the miles of moorland and lash it against the
windows.

We were all warm and secure inside those sturdy granite walled houses with roofs of slate. At those times we
would watch the tall elms and beeches weaving and bobbing to avoid the blows of that mighty force, and see
the grey masses of clouds sweeping across the sky.

: CHAPTER II

In the Autumn and Winter when the wind blew or the rain fell we would all sit quietly in front of our warm
kitchen fire. The kitchen fireplace was something of a shrine in the average man's home, with its mantlepiece
covered with photographs, omaments and the inevitable clock. My mother kept things simple on the mantle-
piece, but the fireplace beneath was impressive indeed to my easily impressed mind. The brick fireplace was
bordered above and on one side by shiny black metal, with a fireside oven, its door hinged by glittering silver
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waters of cold sea beyond Scotland, she'd huddle with us in front of the fire, its light alone glowing in the room.
The thick curtains were closed because of the blackout regulations, and all doors closed against draughts. A
blanket was stuffed against the door to the backyard, but a high pitched whistle from under the door still was
heard, making us feel even more secure, because the winter wind, our enemy, was trying to get in but couldn't.

At these times Mam would tell us stories of her life, and our life with Dad before the war, of amateur theatri-
cals in the village, illustrated by random photographs taken from a large cardboard box, through which she and
Dad had met. Pictures of Dad in an evening suit heading a line of similarly toffed-out men, all wreathed in glis-
tening smiles and topped with glossy heads slick with Brilliantine. Then there would be Mam as an Egyptian
beauty, face an enigma, like a Sphynx naturally, with her arms straight by her side except that the wrists and
hands were extended from her body at ninety degrees, and her feet likewise were placed squarely at a ninety
degree angle to each other, all in the best traditions of amateur theatricals of the happy era of the early 1930's.
We'd all love those stories of performances we had never seen. Dad was usually a leading man, a baritone,
whereas Mam was in the chorus, happily inconspicuous but an enthusiastic dedicated soprano nonetheless. She
was totally absorbed in each plot, so much so that in a performance about Pocohontas as that historic figure was
about to interfere in the attempt to roast her loved one alive, when there seemed a hesitation, a mental block, in
the heroine's speech, my mother's voice shrilled unhesitatingly from the depths of the chorus, "Stay!" with the
broad "a" as only a Yorkshire-bred maiden could say it. The look she received from the hauty leading lady
would have blistered the paint on our back doors.

She'd sung us songs from "Non No Nanette", "Maid of the Mountains", "Rose Marie", "Merrie England" and
one we'd like best about "Naughty Harry Drew" from an operetta I can't recall, but certainly very obscure. On
especially stormy nights we'd ask for a recitation of "A Night With A Wolf", about a person lost in a storm who
took shelter in a cave only to find a wolf. But the elements had tamed them both so that they, natural enemies,
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