Slice 4    In Search of Ernest
(1973)
Slice four of the loaf is more even and well formed but the inner dough is still very soft in its freshness and consistence, it still resists the cutting motion of the knife and fights to remain with the mystery of the whole.


And so began a journey to find out more of the mystery of my own life, a trip to England with the specific purpose of meeting and spending time with my grandfather, inventor Ernest Harrison (Opa), and my grandmother, Hilda (Nana). Both had been strong influences in my life particularly in regard to art, design and music, and I wanted to get to know them better.
	On my twenty-third birthday, just two weeks before my departure from Toronto to fly to London, Ernest died. My journey changed. Instead of meeting Ernest in person I began a search for him in other ways, through the people I would meet and the places I would visit.

A love story
"There are at least three sides to every story."
...Ernest Harrison 
Nana was not well and spent most of her time resting on the couch in the living room, sitting quietly with her thoughts and a good strong cup of tea. Ernest's death ten days earlier had filled her with many strong emotions that she was having difficulty dealing with. Her own family upbringing had not encouraged any form of discussion about feelings, particularly grief. It was as if feelings were not meant to exist, that she was to carry a "stiff upper lip" at all times. Friends and neighbours, and Uncle Peter and Aunty Betty checked in with Nana frequently to ask of her well-being and to run errands. 
 	Her living-room was filled with company the morning I arrived. The journey from Canada had been my first long international plane ride and my body was experiencing jet lag. I was barely able to keep my eyes open as Nana's friends plied me with questions about my plans and my life. I nodded, drank tea, and answered as best I could, all the while propping my head up on my hand.
	I was excited about being back in the city of my childhood, and about being able to spend time with my grandmother whom I had missed dearly during the ten years that I had been living in Canada. When we were finally alone we sat and talked about trivial things then moved on to the subject of Ernest's passing, of our need to pick up his ashes from the funeral parlour, and to clean out his flat in South Chingford.  
	The next day I escorted Nana on a double-decker bus into Walthamstow to the funeral home which, when entered, gave the air of taking a step back in time to the nineteenth century and the Dickens’ era. Everything seemed really old except for the shiny new coffins which were on display in the shop front. We were escorted to the offices at the rear of the building and into a room that seemed not of this time. Piled high on old cabinets and shelves was years and years of paperwork. Nana and I sat side by side on old wooden office chairs next to a huge desk behind which sat the gentleman we had come to see. He was busy having his afternoon cup of tea and biscuits and continued to sip, nibble and read until he was ready to talk with us. We sat patiently observing him in his funeral attire of striped gray trousers which revealed miss-matched socks, a white shirt and dark tie, a dark gray vest, and a black tailed jacket. A tall black funeral hat hung from a stand beside him. He could have stepped right out of the pages of Victorian England and Pickwick Papers or Great Expectations.
	"We've come to settle up with the arrangements for Ernest Harrison," Nana said quietly when the gentleman finally acknowledged her presence.
	Nana had already known the cost of the cremation and had the exact amount in an envelope. She handed it to the gentleman and in exchange was given a brown paper bundle, tied with string, containing Ernest's ashes. The funeral attendant then bid us good day and we walked back through the shop over immaculate black and white stone floor tiles and out onto the street, and caught the next bus home.
	The following day we made the final excursion to Ernest's home. When I was a child the ground floor flat at 91 Churchill Terrace in Chingford had always been a wonderful place to visit. I had loved to sit and have tea with Nana in the living room in the afternoon sun and visit with relatives and neighbours. My brothers and I could run around without having to worry about making a noise. It was my haven away from the stress of home, an open door for any time that I needed comfort and support. Sometimes, when Ernest was there he would show me how to draw or tell me all about the latest project he had been working on. At other times he stayed in his room with the door shut so that he couldn't be seen. Eventually he became like a shadow, sitting in the background, quiet, distant. After our part of the family had immigrated to Canada in 1963 everything changed. Nana moved out and Ernest continued on his alcoholic downward spiral into despair and eventual death.
	 On that final visit we stood quietly in the living room, looking and remembering.  The walls no longer projected love and comfort; they sent me shivers of hopelessness and sadness. Uncle Peter and Auntie Betty had helped stack all the furnishings ready to be shipped off to a second hand store, and the rest of Ernest's belongings had been put in boxes to be taken to the refuse dump. I choked when I saw those familiar things, the handsome grand-father clock, the old gramophone, and the dining room table where there had been so many wonderful teas. In the last few years during his drunkenness Ernest had given everything else away, his art, and Nana's treasured linens. He had handed it all over to the children in the neighbourhood and to the manager of the flats. The only example left of his own art was a mural on the living room wall. He had taken wallpapers and paints and created a cut-out scene depicting a fairy sitting on a snail. It was a painful and confusing scene which showed the innocence and joy of childhood surrounded by the torment of a snake that wound itself around and through the picture.  
	We moved on into what used to be Opa's bedroom and there beside the familiar dresser, which had stored his clothes and had normally been covered with drawings, stood a huge box full of papers. Here were his designs, his drawings, his notes, all going to be burned. I didn't know what to do as I stood there wishing that I could go through the contents of the box. I felt that his story was buried in that pile of papers, but Nana, in her painful grief, wanted them gone. The movers were coming that very afternoon to take everything out and away. In desperation I reached into the box and grabbed hold of a layer of papers which were sitting on the top and put them in my bag. Later, when I had an opportunity to look at the papers closely, I found that among those pages were Ernest's attempts at writing his own history, some legal documents, notes and drawings of designs, a few letters, correspondence with the Institute of Inventors, and a couple of cameo ink drawings of  nineteenth century ladies.
	As Nana turned the key and closed the door one last time, the physical existence of Ernest Harrison came to an end. All his belonging would be gone that afternoon and the flat was to be redecorated ready for new occupants, the first in twenty-two years. For me it was the beginning of a search to find and understand this brilliant man, Ernest the inventor, artist and gentle soul, and Ernest the tormented alcoholic. For Nana it was the beginning of a time of introspection, a time to look at her life with and without this man.
	One remaining duty was for Nana to scatter Ernest's ashes in Lancashire, north of Manchester near Bury. We left London together, but from Manchester I headed on alone to Bury, where we would be staying, and I took all the luggage. Nana took a bus to Hawkshaw where she visited the churchyard near the land she and Ernest had once owned, and said her good-byes to her husband. She told me later of how opening the brown paper package and letting the wind and rain carry the contents over the field; ashes to ashes, dust to dust.
  	"How could you let you grandmother go out in the rain like that, and all by herself?" asked Great Uncle Billy Nuttall when I arrived without Nana.
	"I didn't. This is something that Nana has to do, and by herself.  She's saying goodbye to Opa." 
	"But she'll be soaking wet and cold," he continued.
	"I know. But it's still very important that she do it now."  
	About two hours later Hilda arrived. She was drenched but at peace. She looked as if she had let go of a huge burden and could finally relax. After a hot cup of tea and a warm meal she went off to bed for a good night's sleep. The next afternoon we all journeyed out to Holcombe Hill, a popular spot with the locals. Great Uncle Billy and Great Auntie Mabel started walking along the gentle route to the top, but not before saying to me, "As seniors we're going to take the easier route. We expect you to take the trail that goes straight up. You haven't been to Holcombe Hill unless you do. We'll meet you at the top."
	I began the climb up the rough rocky trail and when I was about halfway up I looked down and saw Nana clambering up right behind me. I was a bit alarmed but decided not to make an issue of it. She was enjoying the challenge. When I got to the top my breathe was taken away by the view of the moors at my feet. Within minutes Nana was beside me but sat to one side, quietly by herself, to take in the view and sit peacefully with her thoughts.
	"How could you let your grandmother climb the hill like that?" blurted Uncle Billy when he was within earshot.  "She could have hurt herself.  She's too old for that kind of thing." 
	"I had nothing to do with it," I replied.  "It's just something that she had to do for herself.  It's like saying 'goodbye.'"  
	Nana appeared happier and healthier than she had in days, finally calm after the difficulties of the last few weeks. We returned to London and the peace of her flat where over the ensuing weeks and cups of good strong tea, she talked about her life with Ernest.

	"I didn't love him when we were married," she began.  "There were very few opportunities for marriage at that time because so many young men had been killed in the Great War. Very few men from the Bury regiment came back alive. Many young women stayed single and took on careers either in factories or with trades. Ernest courted me then asked me to marry him, and love didn't come into the picture."
	Ernest Harrison was born in Southport on June 14th, 1898. He attended first Portland Street School, then Christ Church Higher Elementary School. His father had worked as a cabinet maker with Kiddie & Co. Ltd, Shop Fitters & Cabinet Makers on Houghton Street, before becoming a cripple. Of his father Ernest had written, "My dad had brains. My instructions – don't ask – watch." His grandfather had been a school master and poet in Bolton, Lancashire.
	Ernest started his working career as a farm labourer and handed over his earnings to his father, who by that time could no longer earn a living. Ernest was then called up for service and signed up with 16th Queen's Lancers at Bury, Lancashire. He trained at the Curragh Camp before heading off to France to fight for England in the Great War. "On Armistice, November 11th, 1918, five kilometers outside Mons, I was a connecting file between advance patrol and second patrol," he once wrote. "We advanced so quickly our own shells dropped behind us. Jerry's also. We had a plane come low and went back – our shells went in front thanks to the plane. Our horse artillery came galloping up to get rid of their loads. We lost two men in front, plus two horses. Quiet lie down on the grass. Waiting further instructions. Was sent home for leave. Thirteen months active. Got my discharge because I had got work on a farm. Could and wanted to work."
	Hilda Meakes was born on October 7th, 1899, near Tottington, in Lancashire, one of nine children of Albert Meakes, a photographer, and Bella Wellings Meakes. There were five sisters who were often referred to as "The Meakes Girls". Mabel courted and married Billy Nuttall, Hilda courted Ernest, while Ada, Nora and Queenie remained single and took on careers; Ada and Queenie (also known as Pip) were office workers, and Nora (otherwise known as Bunty) spent her whole life travelling from one holiday camp to another as a head cook. 
	When Hilda and Ernest were married in 1922 Hilda gave up her career as a violinist. She was a gifted musician and had used her own savings to buy a Viennese violin which sang in beautiful deep rich tones as she drew the bow across the strings. An offer to play with the Manchester Symphony had to be turned down. Instead she taught children in the home. It wasn't long before her roles of wife, mother, and business companion took precedence and the violin took up residency in the wardrobe.
	The Harrisons began their married life in a house in Greenmount, moved on to Garston Street in Bury, then became nomads living in a caravan pulled by Old Duke, the family horse. Within a year Ernest and Hilda rented another house in Bury then moved on an average of about once a year, just for the change. The Harrison family owned land and property in Hawkshaw but Ernest and Hilda preferred, like many others at that time, to rent housing.
	Ernest took on his father's trade and became a cabinet maker for Orrell Bros. in Bury, and while he was with the company he designed an award winning display for the British Industries Fair at Crystal Palace in London.
	In following his father's advice Ernest watched people doing the most mundane jobs then started creating solutions to make the jobs easier. His first major idea was to slice bread with an automatic machine. He drew up plans in 1927 and sent them off in the mail to a flour company. He never heard back from the company, and yet by some strange coincidence it wasn't long before sliced bread was available in shops in the UK and in North America.
	As a cabinet maker Ernest continued to think about better ways of doing things. He came across foam rubber that was used as an insulation material and realized it could be used for upholstering furniture instead of horsehair. He took a sample of the foam rubber, which at that time was not solid but rather like square honey-comb, and demonstrated his upholstery technique to Dunlop, the manufacturer of the foam. Hilda explained, "He was offered a retainership with Dunlop, at one of their plants, to develop foam products for the home, but he was too busy experimenting with Bakelite plastic, and turned it down."
	About ten years into their marriage Hilda realized she deeply loved Ernest who had become not only a generous and caring husband but a loving father for their three young daughters, Joan, Lois and Renée. Sadly the harmony in the home was soon interrupted when in 1933 Joan became seriously ill with a mastoid in her ear. Because of inadequate medical attention the condition developed into acute meningitis and six-year-old Joan died a painful death at St. John's Hospital. Her sisters remembered her screams of agony. Her passing was a great tragedy for the whole family. Joan had been their joy, a bundle of mischief and fun, loved by all, including her sisters. A cloud of gloom hovered around the family and life was no longer joyful. Hilda kept the memory of Joan alive in a box which contained her first baby tooth, letters she and her grandmother had written, a card she had made for Hilda, and photos.
	While emotionally bereft, Ernest continued his design work. From his patterns and designs Ebonestors Industries produced Bakelite stair treads which were shipped out from the Harrison home to all their customers. In the living room sat two secretaries taking care of orders, the dining lounge held samples, the kitchen became the storage place for the cases, and all the records were kept under beds. There was a shortage of space so the business was moved into a warehouse on Brookshaw Street where it became so successful that Ernest decided to manufacture the products himself.  He took on a silent partner who fronted the necessary deposit and security for a bank loan to purchase the presses and machinery. Tom Byrom's family had a works at Woolfold in Bury, but he was a tobacconist. With Tom's investment and Ernest's designs, Byson Appliance Co. Limited was established in 1934. The product line was expanded to include plastic buttons, curtain rails, castors, toilet seats and bicycle reflectors.  
	Two years later Hilda gave birth to a son, Peter. From Walshaw Road in Elton the family moved to Ivy Lodge in Helmshore. Ivy Lodge was a beautiful big stone house with a kitchen so large that Peter could cycle around it on his little bicycle, a huge stone courtyard, and a great paneled dining room. The family had everything it could possibly want, including an automobile. They dressed in style, especially Ernest who wore immaculate suits and his ever-present gray spats over his shoes. 
	 Maybe it was the pressure from too much responsibility with the business combined with his longing for a simple life in the country that led Ernest to his eventual downfall. A salesman met him regularly in the pub for lunch and introduced him to hard liquor. The drinks didn't stop at one or two, they kept on coming. It wasn't long before life in the Harrison household became unbearably like a living hell. Ernest's personality began to change and he became verbally aggressive and abusive with Hilda who, while being confronted with the need to protect the children at the same time as trying to keep the family unit together, found herself pregnant. To prevent bringing another child into such an unhappy household Hilda underwent the shameful and traumatic experience of having an abortion.  
	Ernest lost his driver's license yet somehow he would make it to the Byson offices, and when he did he was usually inebriated. He was an artistic man, an inventor, not a businessman. Tom Byrom, along with his solicitor brother John S. Byrom, drew up a set of documents to buy Ernest out of the company. One afternoon Hilda received an urgent message from her sister Queenie, who was a secretary at Byson, warning her of the plot and advising her to get to the pub as quickly as possible. Hilda dropped what she was doing and ran as fast as she could but she was just five minutes too late. Ernest sat slumped over, a broken man, He had signed over the factory and his right to work in plastic for twenty years. In exchange he was given a meager five-thousand pounds cash payment.
	The repercussions of this action affected all those who had been involved in the works from the beginning, including Hilda's sisters Ada and Queenie Meakes. Ernest helped them where possible and found them other employment. There was no alternative for the family but to move out of Ivy Lodge and onto a new life in the country at Cliff Crofts in Rendham, Suffolk. Ernest retired for a while and kept a few cows, but over time he lost all his money either by giving it away while he was intoxicated or by offering loans to friends who would never pay him back. The house was sold and the family moved on again, this time to Southport where Ernest got a job with the Post Office Savings Bank.  
	From Southport he was transferred to London where a co-worker offered the family a furnished flat for sublet. The Harrisons became the victims of a set-up. What had been described as an elegant home in a fine neighbourhood turned out to be a disappointing small, damp, two-bedroom upstairs flat at 60 Rolls Park Avenue in Chingford, just north of London. To top off the insult, the co-worker charged them more than double the required rent. On top of this, their furniture and belongings were lost in transit. Hilda, in her disillusionment, turned to Spiritualist meetings for help and was informed, through mediums, that the furniture would be delayed in arriving, and not to worry, it would eventually get there safely.  
	Space was at a premium. Hilda and Ernest shared the flat with their two teenage daughters and son Peter. Lois worked for the Board of Trade for three years then went off to join the Land Army. After becoming pregnant with her first child, Lois returned with her husband Rudy to live in the flat with Hilda and Ernest. Renée went to work as a secretary, then moved out of the flat when she got married. When Lois was expecting her second child, Hilda and Ernest moved to 91 Churchill Terrace, a new flat in Chingford. They took young Peter with them and left the old flat to Lois, Rudy, and their young family.
  	Ernest worked in London for nine years before starting his own anodizing company, Anotube Industries, in their flat. By 1956 he needed solitude in his life and went away to live for three years in Hawkshaw on the small piece of land that he and Hilda still owned. He sold the land for drink money and ended up living in a greenhouse in the country, near the home of his sister Nellie. He was a drunken mess. Hilda took time from her job at Livermore Linens in Walthamstow to go and help him out. He was broke, couldn't stand where he was, and asked if he could return home to Churchill Terrace. When he did go back, his bedroom became a studio and office as he continued to draw, paint, design furnishings out of anotubing and invent. But his alcoholism continued and became worse. When he was unable to obtain hard liquor he turned to methylated spirits.  For her own peace of mind and safety Hilda moved out and took a position as a companion to a lady in London, leaving Ernest to fend for himself, yet helping him out financially when it was needed. After her employer died, Hilda chose not to return to the chaos surrounding Ernest and took a small bed-sit flat of her own in a North Chingford senior's house. By that time Ernest was admitting himself into a local hospital on a regular basis to detox but the program was not working for him. When it came time for him to pick up his pension cheque he would let himself out of the hospital and start the drinking cycle again. His problems weighed heavily on Hilda's mind. Was she abandoning her husband? He was still inventing. He would get ideas, begin to write out the specifications then remember that he had no money to do anything about them. He would start to drink, and while drinking he continued to write out his proposals, his usually elegant and graceful handwriting becoming an illegible scrawl. Over those years, in his sober moments, he created ten new inventions, each with a patent pending. Included in those designs were: the posserette, a small gadget made to help with hand washing of clothing; insulator bricks; the rotating street broom; and a litter picker. He continued to follow his father's advice – to watch, and from watching came his many ideas. He continued to make notes in preparation for a new drawing, or art piece right up until his final admission into hospital.  
	"I visited him frequently in the hospital," Hilda continued to explain as she sat comfortably with her feet up on the couch and a fresh hot cup of tea on the table beside her. Her chest heaved as she faded into her memories and her eyes glazed with tears. "On my last visit, the week before he died, he took my hand and held it so tightly and so desperately.  He looked at me and said, 'Hilda, I love you.  I always have.' "


