OldFred.com by Peter Fairhurst
PART  2,  CHAPTER  3.


Cow Pats or Cricket Bats

Fred and Liz were up quite early and were soon ready to leave.  They stopped at the village shop to get a few things for the journey.  Liz noticed the local newspaper on a rack and decided to buy a copy.  She saw the headline, ‘Mystery boat seen on Lake Windermere’ but thought nothing of it.  She put the paper in her bag and said, “We’ll have a look at it later, it might remind us of our holiday.

     The journey from the Lake District to Wigan was fine, Liz was a bit worried as they passed over Shap, it was more frightening than the Kirkstone pass, but Fred assured her that everything was okay, the van would carry them safely.  

     They arrived in Wigan earlier than expected but found that they could not park in the multi-storey car park near the History shop, the van roof was too high.  After driving round for a while they, eventually, found a kerb-side parking space.

     They looked up all sorts of records and got a lot of information from the old census returns of the nineteenth century.  Fred’s grandfather, they found, was an apprentice engineer on the railway when he was eighteen, he then went to a coal mine to look after the machinery, a very important job because, if the engines and lifts broke down, the miners would all be trapped underground.  They found that, in 1891, he lived in Upper Morris Street and then moved to Greenhough Street.

     They also found that he patented his car engine in 1897.  “Bingo!” Fred exclaimed, excitedly, “we’re getting somewhere now.”  They then found a photograph, in the Wigan paper of the twenty seventh of July 1899, showing the car and Fred’s grandfather and several other people.  The report stated that William Lonsdale had agreed to sell his design to two of the men in the picture who were going to produce the car in their factory.  There was another report, about a month later; the two men had been stopped, by the police, for speeding.  Fred laughed, “They were driving furiously, it says here, I presume in Granddad’s car,” he said, “the police claimed they were doing ten miles an hour but they said it was only five; haven’t times changed.”

     “That must be where your grandfather got his money from, love, selling his design.  We know he moved south soon after that.”

     Fred agreed and then said, “Well, that was in nineteen ten, I think; but I always understood that there was very little money, if I remember rightly, my father told me that his father had been cheated out of some money, perhaps he didn’t sell his car, or, at least, he didn’t collect the money, I don’t suppose we will ever know.  Anyhow, we’ve found everything we can here; let’s go and see if the houses are still there, I can’t imagine they are but I would love to find his workshop.”

     Fred was disappointed but not surprised to find that whole area had been ‘developed; the old houses of Upper Morris Street and Greenhough Street had been demolished years ago to make way for a big new road and a lot of more modern houses.  “I see Central Park, the football ground is still there but nearly everything else has changed.  Never mind, let’s get on with our journey home, if we do another hundred miles today, we’ll certainly be home quite early tomorrow.”

     The rest of the journey was uneventful, the van performed very well.  They found a quiet little hotel for the night and, after they had eaten, Liz took out the newspaper, “Fred,” she said, “this mystery boat, I think it might have been us.”

     Fred read the piece and had to agree with her,  “That’ll give the locals something to talk about; we could become a mystery like the Loch Ness Monster.”  The article described the mystery boat in some detail and compared it with one that had been in regular use on the lake in the early years of the twentieth century.  Photographs, apparently, existed of this boat, the ‘Steam Launch Lillie’. The writer said that no one knew what had happened to it and its brief reappearance had only added to the mystery.  

“I called our boat Lily, the flower,” Liz commented, “this one’s called Lillie the lady, it must be after the owner’s wife or daughter; what a coincidence.”

     They set off, on the last part of the journey, early next morning.  They were home by teatime and Liz phoned Catherine to say that they had arrived safely.  Catherine had some upsetting news, she said that Alex was disappointed; it looked as though the cricket match might have to be cancelled.  “Good heavens, why?”  Liz asked.

     Catherine explained, “Part of the fence round the ground fell down and a load of cows got on to the pitch; it’s a dreadful mess,” she said, “the ground was pretty wet and now it’s full of humps and bumps and cow pats.  The groundsman has some help, they’re replacing the uprooted turf, pulling the heavy roller up and down and a gang of men are using buckets and spades to clear up the other mess but they don’t think it will be ready in time, there’s too much to do.”

     “Oh dear, is Alex very upset?”  Liz asked.

     “Yes, I’m afraid he is; listen, I’ll tell you what, why don’t you and dad come round for your tea, you don’t want to cook after your long journey; come to us, it’ll cheer him up, poor boy.”

     Liz put the phone down and called, “Fred, where are you, we’re going to Catherine’s for tea, come on.”  On the way over she told him about the problem.  Alex was not his usual bright chirpy self but Abbie didn’t seem to be bothered, she was watching television.  Alexander told his granddad about the disaster and said, trying to smile, “I know now what they mean when they say ‘silly old cow’,” he said, “a whole herd of silly old cows, they’ve spoiled everything.”

     Fred comforted him, “Why don’t we go and have a look,” he said, “see how they’re getting on, you never know, it might be all right.”

     Catherine thought that it was a good idea but told them not to be too long, “Tea will be ready in half an hour,” she said.

     It was a still warm evening as Fred and his grandson approached the sports ground, they saw one of the men who was pulling the roller, stop and wipe his brow, he looked exhausted and there was obviously an awful lot still to do.  At that moment the familiar sound of the van changed into a metallic rumbling noise.  Fred was watching where he was going but Alex looked down,  “Granddad,” he called out excitedly, “we’re turning into a little steam roller.”

     Fred looked down, Alex was right, the two front wheels had changed into one big roller and the back wheels had each changed into enormous ones with flat wide metal rims.  Fred was very pleased, he said, “I think we might be a bit late for tea, it looks as though we have work to do.”  He took his phone out of his pocket, handed it to Alex and said, “Ring your Mum, tell her we’ll be late.”

     The groundsman, Stan, and his mates were delighted to see Fred drive onto the field; they had been on the point of giving up and admitting defeat but now they believed that the pitch could be ready for the match.  Most of the cow-pats had been removed and, while the men got rid of the rest, Fred and Alex drove carefully up and down the turf and left it smooth and flat.  It was beginning to get dark, it was quite late, and there was still a bit more to do.  The groundsman suggested to Fred that they should stop for the night and finish off in the morning.

     Fred could not explain that, once he left the job, the roller would probably turn back into the van so he answered, “No, we must finish tonight, I won’t be available in the morning.”

     “I could do it tomorrow morning,” Stan said, “I’m sure I could drive the roller, it really is getting very late.”

     “We’re nearly done, best get it finished,” Fred answered, “You go home, if you like, Alex and I will finish it off, another half hour, that’s all it will take.”

     Stan stayed but the rest of the men went home, tired but very pleased that the job had been done.  Half an hour later, the light had almost gone, Fred drove off the pitch.  “There,” he said, “Job done, now we can go home.”  Stan was very grateful, “D’you know, Fred,” he said, “that pitch is in better condition than it has been for a long time, I’ve never seen it look so good, thank you very much indeed.  I’m sure the committee will want to thank you as well, you’ve saved the match, and you Alexander, you’ve worked really hard, thank you too.”

     As they drove out of the car park, the clanking noise died away, the roller faded back into the van.  Alex phoned home and said,  “Granddad says ‘put the kettle on’, we will be home in a few minutes.”

     Fred was really tired when he and Liz got home later that night, so tired that he almost fell asleep in the bath.  Liz suggested a lie-in in the morning,  “The cricket match starts at eleven, no need to get up early,” she said. 

