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Octave

the worlds wet wounds lets out their crimson tide
the earth is feverish er flesh is scarred

scabbed maimed 'n poxed er arteries grow ard

'y lemming man achieves is suicide

o for a red death like a butchers bride
featureless tongueless eyeless limbless marred
in war 'n then to lie in state bestarred

'n belted wi' earths universal pride

then all me flesh made light shall day 'n night
pulse through me veins in alternatin skies
maelstroms 'a pearl poisoned wi' splendid dyes
convulsin times space girded citadels

blast to eternity the 7 hells
red
flame
gold
green
lazuli

purple
white ::

Poona Army Hospital. February 1944. Sonnet written
during a breakdown caused by wrong treatment for
malaria in Bengal.



MEMORIES OF JOHN LONGDEN

1968 was the year of flower power and demos. Well,

that's how the media portrayed it. But for me, an
insignificant event happened that year which was to

take on immense proportions in my life. Being a typical
teenager, I spurned family and sought the company of
friends, well one of them. Martin Crass was his name, and
he occupies a footnote in my biography, should it ever be
written. Actually, that should be two footnotes. One
because he vainly attempted to teach me to drive, and
secondly because I happened to meet him in the centre of
Middlesbrough one afternoon. I failed my driving test, so
one footnote can be discounted. But the other footnote
still has ramifications in my life that I am still

coming to terms with.

Martin was my fellow student at Kirby College of
Further Education. My chance encounter with him co-
incided with a pang of peckishness on his part, and
being a typically hard up student, he dragged me into
the cheapest cafe he could find.

It was the Purple Onion, otherwise known as Coffee
Inn. This archetypal student cafe is now legendary in
Cleveland culture, and has long since been demolished and
replaced by the Cleveland Centre. Such is my devotion
to this hallowed piece of real (or rather unreal) estate
that I have taken great pains to work out where it once
stood. The Cleveland Centre is a typical down town

mega/hyper retail development. Several blocks of
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streets were demolished to acommodate all the

shops and stores previously strung out along the
typical High Street - from Boots and Littlewoods to
W.H. Smut. Somewhere between the men's trousers and
the lingerie counter in Littlewoods lies the spot where
the Purple Onion cafe once stood. As I figure out my
waist measurement, a shiver goes down my spine as I
realise that many years before, on that spot a chance
encounter occurred which changed my life, and I thank
Martin's impecuniousness for it. His search for the
cheapest chip buttie in town not only provided him with
a cheap nosh up, but led to my meeting with the most

remarkable person I have ever known.

As Martin nibbled, I sipped a cuppa, and as I did
so I noticed a figure in the corner of the cafe. How I
engaged him in conversation is now lost in the mists of
time, but the outcome has resonated down the years.

A portly figure in his forties, he sat scribbling
in a notebook. A pendant dangled from his neck. Somehow,
he radiated superiority, and as I was a student, that
suggested to me that he was a teacher. 'Are you a
teacher?' I asked, to which he simply replied ‘ves'. His

HE WAS A LECTURER

name was John Longden, and he wasn't a teacher, 1\He
could have told me that straight away, but being modest,
he simply concurred with my guess. Upon further enquiry,

I discovered that he was a lecturer in statistics at

Newcastle University. But that was only a fraction, or
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should that be 0-05% of his life story. He gave me a
story that seemed light years from my experience of

life — he was an Oxford graduate and had been a professor
at the University of Addis Ababa in Ethiopia. As I
slurped and listened, my old friend Martin began to
diminish in my life and faded away. But my new friend
John grew in my life in a way that I could hardly have
imagined.

The Purple Onion was owned by the McCoy brothers -
Eugene and John. They are a very culinary family, and now
own the Cleveland Tontine Inn on the edge of the North
York Moors. But in 1968, their epicurian empire did
not extend beyond the Purple Onion and the nearby Masham
pub. Eugene McCoy, who I knew slightly from Kirby, has in
recent years become a television chef, and a judge in
cookery contests. But in the 60s, his main claim to fame
was part ownership of the Purple Onion. That cafe also
has claim to literary history b=cause in the upstairs
room, John Longden found a refuge. He spent many hours
there working on his poems. The significance of this
became apparent to me many years later.

I happened to befriend John at a crucial time in his
literary development. He had been writing poems for many
years, but only as a sideline to his academic work. However,
a recent nervous breakdown had forced him to retire from
university life, and he decided to devote himself to
writing. John's poems had originally been in fairly

standard English, but at about the time I befriended him,

——d
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he had come to the conclusion that the future lay in
what he called 'exemplary Northern English', a sort of
dialect. In the years that followed, John set about
adapting his poetry to the new format. It was this work
that he began in the upper room of the Purple Onion.

When progress beckoned and the cafe was due to be
closed and demolished, it was characteristic of John that
he comemmorated this by writing 'The Ballad of
Bottomley Street', which was published many years later.
He also bought a roll of wallpaper, and in a parody of
an ancient scroll created a memento of the cafe in which
all the regular customers wrote their names.

To my everlasting regret, I only visited the Purple
Onion/Coffee Inn a few times. However, I'm glad that I
had a foot in the door of the Cleveland literary
renaissance before it fully opened. That's always the ca
one doesn't appreciate a golden age when one is in 1its
midst. The Purple Onion was bohemian - one could stand
up in mid chip buttie and spout a poem or twang a guitar.
But then, perhaps I'm being pretentious, trying to
create an instant mythology along the lines of the beat
poets and Greenwich Village. Nevertheless, John Longden
remains the nearest Cleveland has come to Allen Ginsberg.

My encounter in the cafe, or caff as John would say
has become the stuff of legend. And like legend,ﬁit
became lost in prehistory - the prehistory of our friends
In later years I discussed with John our first meeting.

Ha canldn't remember meeting me in the Purple Onion.
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He said that his first memory of me was from the Linthorpe
Hotel, adjacent to Kirby College. However, I can't
remember such an encounter. We both made a joke of this -
I could remember meeting him in the Purple Onion, but he
couldn't. He could remember meeting me in the

Linthorpe, but I couldn't. Our first meeting was

lost in an historical haze, and it stayed there throughout
our friendship, much to our amusement.

Neither of us could agree on our first meeting - caff
or pub. - But we could agree on our second meeting, some
time later, in 1972. We chanced upon each other browsing
through the magazines at Smiths. He gave m=2 his address
in Marton Road, and invited me to visit him. He warned
me that his bedsit was 'possessed by books'.

When I called on him, I found that this was no
exaggeration. His room was indeed possessed by books.
There were banana boxes from floor to ceiling and from
wall to wall serving the purpose of book shelves. There
were thousands of books - I didn't know so many could be
squeezed into one room, and squeeze they did, along with
all of John's other posessions. These included remnants
of his ancestral belongings, such as a delightful glass-
fronted bookcase, an antique dresser containing hundreds of
books, and numerous framed pictures on the wall. The
impression was one of utter chaos. The clutter .was
everywhere. One had to stride over boxes of books and
papers in order to reach the tattered chairs.

As we sat by the gas fire, John showed me his poems.
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They didn't mean much to me then. Only later did I realise
the significance of what I was holding. John said that

he was writing a series of sonnets which he was dedicating

to his friend, Michael Richmond. This, he claimed was

the first "live' sonnet sequence since Shakespeare. Fascinated
though I was, the significance of this literary epic was

not uppermost in my mind, as my re-acquaintence with John

coincided with my imminant departure for Keele Uinversity.
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At Keele, I immersed myself in my studies, writing
such essays as 'Am I really writing this essay, or is
it an hallucination?' At Christmas I returned home and
invited John to visit me in my ancestral home in Barsby
Green, known to my friends as 'Barsby Towers'. I showed
John my essays, pretentiously expecting him to be impressed.
He accepted them as valid pieces of work, but then
expounded on them to such a degree that my ego was deflated,
as it ought to have been, and to my amazement, I realised
the magnitude of the intellect of my new mentor.

John Longden, ex-professor could not shed his
professorial background. In cafe or pub, no matter in
whose company, he would make no concessions to circumstances
or occasion. Over a pint of beer in a pub or a bacon
buttie in a cafe, he would deliver a lecture to anyone
within range of his booming stentorian voice. His
knowledge was vast and he seemed to be an expert in anything
and everything, from flowers to philosophy. A walk in the
countryside would prompt John to pick up a flower or fungus
and give a detailed botanical or mycological account of
his accidental discovery by the wayside.

When I returned to Keele I did so in the knowledge
that education and learning are not synonymous. Education
was about passing exams. Learning was about crea;ing a
philosophy of opening up one's mind to the world and its
wonders. John gave me this insight, and he taught me that

learning lasts a lifetime - long after education is over.
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My years at Keele coincided with the zenith of my
friendship with John. During vacations I would visit him
and be fascinated by the stories he would tell. He recounted
anecdotes of life in Ethiopia, Nigeria, India, Australia and
Oxford and Cambridge universities as if these places were in
the next street. He told me of being a student of Lord
Lindsay, one of Keele's founders. He told me of his
friendship with Sir Claus Moser, currently Chancellor of
l((-:ele.J He—totd—me of how he ie_x:_Harold Wilson at the Board KA EW
of Trade, and of his friendship with satirist Peter Cook, and
actor Derek Jacoby. He told of his work during the war
in uhaé—iLELEiriakisaan. He and his colleagues at their
base were supposed to be monitering the Japanese. But in
fact, as the Germans approached Moscow, that outpost of
Empire and its occupants was more concerned with monitering
the Soviet Union, which was perceived as the main threat
to Britain.

This was a positively surreal experience for me -
listening to such a life, sat as we were amidst the banana
boxes. My traditional working class, Secondary Modern
School background made me totally unprepared for such
revellations. I had only experienced such a lifestyle
through reading and watching television. The contrast between
John's Establishment background, and my own was startling,
as indeed was the contrast between tales of Oxbr;dge and
John's bedsit. John lived not so much in genteel poverty,

as genteel squalor. His bedsit wasn't dirty, just chaotic,
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though he miraculously kept track of every scrap of paper.

During my time at Keele, John migrated around
Teesside, from bedsit to bedsit, from flat to flat. From
Marton Road he moved round the corner to another bedsit
in Russell Street, which was even more cramped than his
previous one. Then he moved to a more spacious flat in
Yarm Road in Stockton. It was a sort of travelling
circus of clutter - an intellectual road show with its
attendant camp followers of friends eager to keep in touch

WLTH wit a magnetic personality who drew people towards him.
Finally, John settled in one place for 15 years. This
was a tiny one bedroomed flat in Beckenham Gardens in
Hemlington.

It is this flat that provides me with my abiding
memories and images of John. His thousands of books lined
every available wall, creating a sort of halfway house
between a second hand bookshop and Professor Brainstawm's
study.

Hemlington is on the edge of Middlesbrough, and this
provided John with ample scope for natural history lessons.
On walks with him in the countryside, he would delight in
giving me a guided tour round trees and flowers — showing
me stamens and different types of leaves, and telling me how
they function. Anyone else may have found John overbearing,
but I relished such studies as a relief from Soci;logy and
Philosophy.

In 1976 I took two years off from Keele. To put it





































