
MEMORIES OF JOHN MILES LONGDEN 

By Peter Stockill (after an intro abridged from Andy Croft’s in 

John’s book LP’s and Singles) 
 

John Miles Longden was (as described in the introduction to 

John’s posthumous book LP’s and Singles – Poems by John 

Miles Longden - Mudfog (writing from Teesside – 

Middlesbrough 1995 ISBN 1 899503 10 2. 

 

“one of Teesside’s best loved eccentrics.. who wrote more 

than 5000 poems, mostly untyped and unpublished when he 

died in 1993. He was born on 30
th
 March 1921 in London. His father worked 

in the Civil Service, and his grandfather was an accountant in George V’S 

Royal household (as his great-grandfather had once been employed in Queen 

Victoria’s). 

 
When John was ten the family moved to Middlesbrough and 

a large house on Thornfield Rd., Linthorpe. He was educated 

at Friend’s School in Great Ayton and then at Middlesbrough 

High School (where he was editor of the school magazine, 

secretary of the chess club and secretary of the Literary and 

Philosophical Society). In 1938 he won a scholarship to study 

PPE (Politics, Philosophy and Economics) at New College, 

Oxford. There he found himself drawn into the political 

excitements of those years, secretary of the Cole Group and 

editor of the Labour Club weekly paper from 1940 to 1941. 

In 1940 he joined the Communist Party, to which he 

remained committed until its dissolution in 1991. 

 

During the war he served in the Signals in India and Burma and engaged in famine-relief 

work on the Ganges delta. After the war he was employed as a Statistician, first in the 

Ministry of Fuel and Power, and then at the Medical Research Council. In 1948 he was 

elected a Fellow of the Royal Statistical society. Between 1950 and 1956 he worked as a 

statistician in Lagos, Nigeria, returning to Britain to work as a research assistant at 

Cambridge. In 1962 he was appointed Professor of Applied at Cambridge. In 1962 he 

was appointed Professor of Applied Economics and Statistics at University College, 

Haile Selassi University, Addis Ababa. Other overseas academic appointments followed 

– at the University of Witwatersrand and the University of Adelaide, before in 1967, he 

returned to the North East to work as a Senior Research Assistant at Newcastle 

University. 

 

It was a distinguished academic career, and yet John was prevented from achieving the 

success that others expected of him because of desperate ill-health. Suffering from 



malaria in India 1943, he was treated with a prohibited synthetic anti-malaria drug, as a 

result of which he suffered a series of manic-depressive breakdowns. Returning to 

Teesside in 1968, his last paid employment was as a part-time Glassman in the Talbot 

Cellar bar in Stockton. 

 

 
 

John continued thereafter with his literary pursuits. In 1968 he could be found in the 

original Purple Onion ‘Caff’ in Bottomley Street, Middelsbrough, sitting in the corner 

writing his poems as Peter Stockill describes later and as John wrote about after the 

demolition of central Middlesbrough to make way for the present Cleveland Centre. (see 

John’s poem on the next page The Ballad of Bottomley Street, which was published in 

the first Teesside Writers Workshop broadsheet in 1984. 

 

In 1968 John also was a co-founder of  The Thornaby Pavilion Poetry group along with 

Ray Tester, Vincent Mullholland and Norah Hill with (as Norah Hill testifies) “readings 

on Sunday afternoons, producing astonishingly large audiences of all ages and 

backgrounds. Participants read their own work or that of othersk. However none came to 

the weekday evening groups. There was also a children’s creative writing rgoup and a 

crèche on Saturday afternoons. And a Children’s poetry competition which had 300 

entrants” 

 

John’s own poetry was “an idiosyncratic and intensely lyrical poetry of love, landscape 

and loss” . He used ( and was an expert in classical forms of poetry such as the sonnet, 

Japanese Haiku, Tanka, Renga and the Elegaics of Antiquity and also did retreads – 

especially of Japanese poetry. John innovated with these forms to suit his personal style, 

combining the Japanese forms into what he called the Trivet (Tripod) of seven Tankas, 

equivalent to seven Elegaic couplets or one sonnet. A blend of three classical poetic 

forms from three cultures and periods. 

 

He worked out that ten English syllables are roughly tantamount to the Japanese Haiku / 

Senryu’s seventeen, or the English hexameter. 

 

John’s spelling may seem eccentric but as John explains “ I aim at a colloquial tone. I 

have preferred a Northern English style, by which I mean roughly that of Britain north of 

Brum. This reflects the development of ur language beyond the limits of the latinized 

mandarin and computarized cosmopolitan of received royal Britspeak which denatures 

our tongue. 

 

To a degree I proffer a foretaste of the continuing evolution of English – terse, elliptic 

and free of the redundant letter H. This style offers a reminder of the richness of 

colloquial and Northern speech, and reinforces the conversational tone.” 

 



 



John took an active part and made valuable contributions to the developing Cleveland 

writing scene alongside a small group of writing activists which included Ann 

Wainwright and Pamela Hutson, Trev Teasdel, Colin Walker, Andy Croft, Gordon 

Hodgeon, Terry Lawson, Pauline Plummer, Viv Harland and Mel McEvoy, Alyson Perry 

in the 1980’s and Bob Beagrie, Margaret Weir, Richard Briddon, Rebecca O’ Rourke, 

Linda Innes, Mark Robinson, Andy Willoughby in 90’s. 

 

John took part in (but did not organise) poetry readings at the Dovecot’s Castalians and 

New Poetry Scene events in the early to mid 80’s; chaired and was actively involved with 

the Community Arts established Teesside Writers Workshop from 1984; joined the 

committee of the 2
nd
 Write Around (Cleveland’s annual writers and readers festival). 

John also helped encourage young communist poets. 

 

Not everyone on the writing scene took to John however. His incredible intellect and 

bluntness didn’t sit well with new writers in the community struggling to develop and 

increase their confidence. Sometimes it was necessary for groups to break away as 

happened with the Teesside Writers Workshop which had been set up as a Community 

Arts project to encourage writers with little or no experience. Among those who could 

handle his high academic approach and eccentricity, he was very well respected and 

loved. The breakaway groups however proved to be a fruitful way of expanding the 

development of the newly developing Cleveland writing infrastructure. Conflict isn’t 

always negative but can be creative and an indication of the growing complexity and 

diversification of a writing movement. The best known writing movements were not 

without differences of ideas and approach but that’s often what made them strong. 

 

Outlet Magazine, which began in 1986 as a development base led by Trev Teasdel, 

actually came out of the breakaway group Write Now and not Teesside Writers 

Workshop as previously cited in some journals, John was not involved directly but did 

contribute poetry, did the annual accounting, wrote some ‘poetry workshop columns’ and 

kindly arranged for a small donation to be made to Outlet funds from the dissolution of a 

Community Arts Project. There were conflicts which have been previously papered over 

and which may have been partly due to John’s stress-related problems in his latter years, 

but nonetheless John always championed and supported these new community writing 

initiatives, always had a suggestions to make, sometimes a brilliant one. John continued 

to be heavily involved with the writing scene right up until his death in 1993 and played 

an important role in it‘s development. 

 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 



 

 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 

 



 

 
 



 
 

 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 



 
 



 


