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Coventry’s Locals 
Tom Mann   
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At the age of 10, Tom Mann was working underground at the Victoria Colliery in Foleshill. But by the time he died in 1941 he had forged a reputation across four continents as a strike leader and political agitator.

A founder of trades unions and organiser of some of the landmark strikes in British labour history, he was also feared by the governments across the world who jailed and deported him. 

His reputation was established by his leading role in the Bryant and May match-girls’ strike of 1888 and the London dock strike a year later.

Over the next 50 years, he would serve prison sentences in Australia and Britain, found what was to become the Transport and General Workers Union and help found the British Communist Party - he also found time to be deported from Canada.

His dying words in March 1941 echoed his life of struggle in the working class cause: ‘‘Tell the comrades to be of good courage.’’

Philip Larkin 
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Philip Larkin was arguably England’s greatest modern poet - but he was less than complimentary about Coventry, the city of his birth and his formative years.

A plaque at the city’s railway station bears a quotation from his poem, ‘‘I Remember, I Remember’’, written after a train journey which passed through Coventry. 

In it, he claims the city was ‘‘the place where my childhood was unspent’’. 

Larkin adopted Hull as his home when he left Coventry just before the Blitz.

He worked in the Hull University library for 30 years before his death in 1985.

Frank Whittle 

A plaque on Hearsall Common in Earlsdon marks the spot where Sir Frank Whittle first discovered his fascination for [image: image4.jpg]


aeroplanes.

The plaque was put up to mark an occasion in 1916 when a crowd of youngsters, including eight-year-old Frank, gathered round an aeroplane that had been forced to land on the common.

As it took off it nearly hit him - knocking his cap off and triggering a lifelong fascination that led to his invention of the jet engine more than 20 years later.

The first flight powered by Whittle’s engine was on May 15, 1941, during the Second World War.

The experimental fighter plane flew for just 17 minutes, but it was a turning point in aviation history that made world travel available to ordinary people.

Siegfried Bettmann 

Within months of his election as mayor of Coventry in November 1913, Siegfreid Bettmann was being hailed as a forward [image: image5.jpg]


thinker, with plans for a new town hall, technical institute and a large concert hall.

But all that changed at the outbreak of war in August 1914, and the German-born businessman was soon forced to stand down, after being attacked as an "enemy alien".

Bettmann's memory lives on, though, in the annals of the motor industry - he had founded the Triumph motor company in 1889. He travelled widely in the inter-war years and turned his hand to writing, only retiring in 1941 to his mansion in Stoke Park. He died 10 years later at the age of 88.

Sir Henry Parkes

A new life on the other side of the world for Henry and Clarinda Parkes couldn't have had a less [image: image6.jpg]


promising start.

After months of sailing across the high seas in the cramped quarters of Strathfieldsay, a square-rigged barque, they set foot on Australian soil at the end of July 1839.

In those days two classes of immigrant would arrive in New South Wales: Government immigrants who were provided with a bed; and bounty immigrants that had to fend for themselves. Henry and his young wife fell into the latter category.

They had arrived in Sydney with little money and no prospects of work in a strange land, yet Henry soon prospered as a businessman.

Then in 1854 he entered the Legislative Assembly in New South Wales, becoming one of the most colourful and controversial figures in Australian politics. Such was his popularity he was made the colony's Prime Minister.

Henry Parkes was born the son of a tenant farmer on May 27, 1815, at Moat House Cottage, Canley.

The 200-year-old timber and red brick building in Moat House Lane survives to this day, hidden behind post-war homes in Charter Avenue.
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The infant and junior school half a mile away honours him in name and for many years had a statue of a kangaroo outside the classrooms.

The education department has this month revealed it want to close the 51-year-old school, merge it with another in Canley and build on a new site in Mitchell Avenue.

The young Henry was essentially self-taught and lost no opportunity in reading every book that came within reach.

He was baptised at Stoneleigh Parish Church and attended the village school until the age of 11, after which he worked as a rope maker near Gloucester.

But the Parkes family fell on hard times and moved to Birmingham. Henry went with them and was placed in an apprenticeship to the ivory-turning trade.

He excelled at the craft, and in the course of his work developed an extraordinary capacity for debate and argument.

On July 11, 1836, he married Kenilworth-born Clarinda Varney, and they moved to London in search of a better life.

But misfortune would fall on them. After their two children died in infancy and Henry's business failed, they decided to emigrate, securing a free passage to the other side of the world.

Settling in a strange land with little money was an uphill task, but Parkes found the means to return to the ivory trade.

He set up a fancy goods shop in Hunter Street, Sydney and his craftsmanship prospered.

Politics had been an absorbing interest since the days of his apprenticeship and it wasn't so long before his energies found an outlet in the growing movement to abolish the notorious transportation of convicts.

By 1850 he was leader of the move-ment and had founded a weekly newspaper, The Empire.

Through its columns he challenged the Imperial Government's attitude to the transportation system and the many social problems he found in the new country.

His public standing soared, and on May 2, 1854, at the age of 39, he was elected to the New South Wales Parliament. As representative for Sydney he fostered the introduction of laws which improved hospitals and prisons and the lives of small farmers.

Parkes became Prime Minister in 1878 and was knighted by Queen Victoria four years later. By the end of the decade his proposals had led to the founding of the Commonwealth of Australia.

Some measure of the affection felt by ordinary Australians for Sir Henry was plain to see at his funeral on April 30, 1896.

Thirty thousand mourners turned up to pay their respects. His hearse drawn by three pairs of black horses and flanked by mounted troopers from Parliament House was supported by a procession of 200 carriages carrying the good and the great from all over the new Federation and countries of the British Empire.

Mo Mowlam

Former Northern Ireland Secretary and Coventry kid Mo Mowlam has revealed how growing up with an alcoholic father taught her to deal with life's problems - and carry on.
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The steely resolve which saw her become the first British government minister to enter Northern Ireland's Maze prison to speak to terrorists was forged in this city.

In her autobiography Momentum, published on May 1, she tells how her ability to cope let her carry on working throughout being treated for a brain tumour.

She didn't tell her mother Tina or sister Jean until the press hounded her over her appearance - she ballooned in weight and started wearing a wig during radiotherapy treatment.

She said: "I am very good at coping with difficult situations -by burying them until I have to deal with them. Or, as people that know me put it, I have a great ability to avoid what I don't want to face up to.

"Growing up, I would shoot upstairs immediately a meal had finished to do my homework. Often I actually did the work: just as often I would settle down with a good novel instead.

"I used to cover all my books in brown paper to protect them, and also so no one would know whether I was reading a history textbook or Black Beauty. My sister Jean says my homework became a great excuse to avoid doing the washing-up.

"Growing up in a family with an alcoholic had its problems. I learnt to live with stress and just keep going. A useful lesson for the Northern Ireland peace talks!" She added: "Money was short, but thanks to my mother we managed. She worked hard all her life to keep us together, often doing two jobs. It was never easy.

"I rarely brought friends home in case (my father) was wandering around half dressed, or in a drunken state, slurring his words, or worse had fallen over and gone to sleep."

He died of cancer in 1979 and "we all miss him" she said.

Her courage, persistence and energy were evident in one of the key moments in her political career - going into the Maze to talk to Loyalist prisoners in attempt to save the peace talks leading up to the Good Friday agreement.

It marked out her political approach as different - and controversial.

She was approached to go by Gary McMichael of the Ulster Democratic Party in the days after the murder of Loyalist Volunteer Force leader Billy Wright while he was a prisoner in the Maze itself.

"My gut immediately told me this was the right thing to do," she recalls. But first she ran it past her civil servants - and her mum Tina in Coventry.

"Always a good litmus test, she was then in her 70s and lived in the suburbs of Coventry. Her view was that there was no alter-native," she says in the book.

She met prisoners from both loyalist and nationalist sides, including the IRA.

She said: "As I walked towards H block 7 to meet the first group, I felt no fear. I had met some of them before.

"Some were murderers, but I knew they had no interest in alienating me. If any progress... was going to be made, then I was their best chance, because I talked to them.

"I knew there could be no question afterwards that I had negotiated or made concessions to the prisoners while I was there. But I had to try to convince them that the peace process was worth sticking with."

She added: "They were straightforward and intense rather than aggressive." 

Aleister Crowley's wicked world 

ALEISTER CROWLEY began his occult career in the "Rosicrucian Order of the Golden Dawn" alongside literary giants including Dracula author Bram Stoker and Irish poet W B Yeats.[image: image9.jpg]



He later moved to Scotland where he became intent on invoking the spirit of Abra-Melin, a spell which is regarded by occultists as one of the most dangerous to perform.

In 1899, he bought Boleskine House beside Loch Ness and took the ancestral title Lord Boleskine. He became known locally as the "Beast of Boleskine" for his heroin addiction and reputation as a debaucher of vulnerable women.

It was not until the 1960s that he became a cult figure, appearing on the cover of the Beatles' Sergeant Pepper album as an icon of the 20th century. And Led Zeppelin guitarist Jimmy Page bought Boleskine House in the 1970s.

Leamington-born Aleister Crowley called himself the Great Beast 666. He was obsessed with the dark side of life and became a black magician and founded a new occult religion.

Born in Leamington in 1875 to a wealthy Quaker brewing family, Crowley rebelled against his repressed upbringing.

The story of his life is revealed in hour-long documentary special The Wickedest Man in the World on Channel 4 tomorrow.

He scandalised Edwardian society with his claim to be a master of black magic and his penchant for seducing young women.

Among the claims viewers will hear is that Crowley was simply misunderstood and ahead of his time. 

He left a trail of mysterious deaths behind him but Crowley experts and biographers now claim he was a preacher of free love and experimentation with drugs decades before they became fashionable.

Gavin Baddley, the author of a number of books devoted to the history of satanism, and who is featured in the programme, said: "Crowley's devotees believe he was a true prophet. He foresaw a society which has now embraced the idea of sexual and spiritual free love."

Channel 4 spokesman Ashley Jones said: "More than 50 years since his death, many people are still afraid of Crowley and the dark side he represented."

The documentary visits the commune he set up in Sicily known as the "Abbey" where he and his band of followers practised the most extreme Satanic rituals. Italian dictator Mussolini intervened and expelled Crowley from the island following the suspicious death of a young man.

Crowley died in 1947, a lonely heroin addict, but his lifestyle and beliefs have intrigued rock stars such as John Lennon and the Rolling Stones. 

Barenuckle boxer Bartley Gorman

Red-haired gipsy boy Bartley Gorman was only nine years old when he first witnessed the misery that violence brings.

It was Boxing Day, 1953, and his family had gathered in the Three Horseshoes pub in Exhall for his aunt's wed-ding [image: image10.jpg]


reception.

Christmas decorations were up and the place was filled with drinking and laughter. Bartley and his brother Sam were running around with the other children when a fairground operator had his drink spilt.

The showman vented his anger instantly on Bartley's uncle Jimmy Wilson, killing him with a single punch.

Only the swift arrival of the police prevented the showman being torn limb from limb by the gipsies.

Although Bartley's grandfather and great-grandfather had both been champion gipsy boxers, his father Samuel was a law-abiding, religious man who was not a fighter.

Samuel had brought his family from Wales to Bedworth to give the children some schooling. They made their home in Warner's Yard, a travellers' plot next to the Queen's Head pub in Newtown Road.

His parents couldn't read but wanted their boys to learn, so Bartley and Sam were sent to St Francis of Assisi, the town's red-brick, slate-roof primary school.

It was here Bartley learned two things which would shape his life - how to read, and how to fight. 

The fighting came naturally - starting with playground tussles, then after-school scraps, followed by proper training at Bedworth Labour Club and a string of schoolboy amateur fights, including some for his secondary school, Nicholas Chamberlaine.
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Bartley's mother Katy had bought him a Bible, which the inquisitive youngster read avidly.

This thirst for wisdom would play a big part in his future, but it would later cause him to question the violent life he had led.

The lion's share of Bartley's biography is taken up with tales of brutal fights at fairs and race-courses, in car parks, pubs or quarries - anywhere travelling men met, argued and brawled.

Although fellow travellers gambled thousands of pounds on his fights, Bartley prided himself on boxing for honour and felt he was the natural successor to his great-grandfather Boxing Bartley - Ireland's King of the Tinkers in the 19th century - and his grandfather Bulldog Bartley - another unbeaten bareknuckle fighter.

When he won the gipsy title aged 28, he was 6ft 1in and weighed 15½ stone.

MANY of Bartley's scraps and scrapes took place in and around Coventry.

The best punch he ever took was delivered by Coventry boxer Roger Barlow during a gloved sparring session in a rickety gym in Merthyr, Wales, in 1972.

Once after a drinking session in Coventry, Bartley was challenged to take on Blond Simey, one of two top fighters in the vast Irish clan of travellers, the Dochertys.

He arrived at the old building site where the Irish clan were staying, tore off his shirt and fought off two dogs which were set on him.

When it became clear his opponent wasn't there, he overturned a car in anger and made off.

Although Bartley proudly revelled in his prowess with his fists, he also had a sensitive, thoughtful side, and he grew tired of the mindless violence

B a r t l e y was almost killed by a mob near Doncaster Racecourse on St Leger Day in 1976. He had turned up expecting to fight a challenger to his gipsy crown, but arrived to find an armed mob, who he was later told had been paid £25,000 to attack him.

It took Bartley more than a year to regain his fitness, and he bore scars for the rest of his life.

Shortly after the attack, he told the Evening Telegraph: "They smashed iron bars over my head. I was in the car and my left leg was trapped in the door as I tried to close it.

"They smashed a bottle and then started to saw my leg with it. I pleaded with them not to but they just smiled. Some of them held me while one cut and went through the flesh to the bone. I really believe they were trying to kill me."

Former Evening Telegraph journalist Peter Walsh, Bartley's biographer, said: "The Doncaster incident affected him emotionally. He was a man for a fair fight, but they were trying to kill him." a n d h a t r e d w h i c h k i l l e d many of his friends.

Bartley came close to losing his crown as "the best man in England" when he dislocated his shoulder during a fight at a Coventry pub in 1980.

The pub - thought to be the old Port O'Call off Hearsall Common (now the Old Clarence) - was packed with travellers.

Many of the country's toughest fighters were drinking together when Bartley was challenged to fight Mexicana Webb, a moustachioed giant with a bushy Afro hairstyle. Bartley remembers the crowd clearing the tables away for the fight.

When the landlord reached for the phone to call the police, someone grabbed his arm and warned him off.

Bartley eventually won but only because his opponent failed to notice his shoulder had been dislocated in the bout.

Other fights Bartley recalls took place on the Aston Firs travellers' site near Hinckley, where his family lived for many years; at the Squires nightclub in Hinckley at his brother Sam's wake in 1991; and at the Coventry Crock Fair in 1994.

Although he spent a good deal of time in and around Warwickshire, Bartley's adopted hometown was Uttoxeter in Staffordshire, where his name is now etched on a plaque commemorating the town's most famous residents.

Hundreds of gipsies from across the country came to the town for his funeral in January after he died from liver cancer, aged 57.

Peter Walsh, who got to know Bartley during the last 18 months of his life, said: "He was a unique man, a one-off. He was a lovely man with a wicked sense of humour but a streak of melancholy that never left him."
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