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The older you become, the more a story changes. It takes on 
layers of wisdom, usually when the people concerned appear to 

you in dreams after they’ve died. My father was no fisherman or writer, 
but because of him I became both. Alive, he haunted the house. It was 
like being raised by an atmosphere, not by a man. Dead, he haunts my 
novels, so what more is left to say of him? Well, not only does the story 
change with age, but the desire for answers is sharper, more insistent. 

He was born Glady Win Henry Petley in Wellington, New Zealand, 
in 1919. He rode a horse to school bareback and attended lessons 
in bare feet. He learned to steal with his toes, rolled his own smokes 
behind the playground fence, then left school at thirteen to work as a 
cabin boy on the lorries. Aged fourteen he presented himself for a job 
as a driver with a haulage firm. He’d never driven before, just ridden a 
horse. The foreman told him to hop it, but Glady was chewing tobacco 
and said he was seventeen, a shaver, and could drive a lorry. So the 
gaffer told him to get in the seat and prove it. 

For a year he’d watched his own gaffers drive. He knew all the moves, 
he could do the motor maintenance, speak driver’s slang. He cranked 
up the engine with a handle and took the foreman for a faultless turn 
round the streets of Wellington. The foreman gave him the job and 
didn’t ask to see his papers. I only heard this story once, but it hung 
over my bed like the shutter on a lantern, regulations on a schoolroom 
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wall. It was, in fact, his one true lesson; the gift of observation.
He drove the lorry for two years, then ran away to sea at sixteen 

under a false identity, an able-bodied seaman on a merchant ship bound 
for the world. He became Mac. The real Mac had been a Scot on the 
SS Orcades who jumped ship in Wellington for a sweetheart. Glady 
swapped his papers and took his place, having never been to sea before. 

But the sea runs through it, small islanders all of us. Mac’s own father 
Gladwyn was, as a 12-year-old in 1877, already well known among 
Auckland yachtsmen for his prowess in sailing small boats. And Mac’s 
grandfather was Hellfire Jack of Tairua, one of the most notorious 
seamen of his time. 

In the Tairua Valley of the late nineteenth century, it was boomtown. 
A man called Fagan had the bush-felling contract. The men were paid 
big cheques and spent Friday night in the lock-up. The ‘bushmen’ and 
gum diggers worked sixty-hour weeks. The Sash and Door Company 
sawed day and night till every tree had disappeared, till there were no 
scows laden with logs on the wharf for the men to admire on Sundays, 
as they sauntered with their wives. The lucrative cargo of masts and 
spars which Hellfire Jack had carried were no more.

So Hellfire Jack married a Maori girl and did the ‘milk run’. In 1881, 
a 44-foot cutter was registered under the name of Half-Caste. She was 
designed for speed, to outrun the revenue cutter Hawk. Her milk was 
moonshine from the still at Boat Harbour. Once Hawk overtook her, 
but Half-Caste dumped the moonshine into the ocean with a line and 
float attached. The dodge worked and the revenue men were tricked. 
Half-Caste’s end came when she was blown ashore and wrecked. 

Mac went to war, all five years on merchant ships, surviving two 
torpedoes. His jazz records, and the trumpet Louis Armstrong gave him 
when sailing home after entertaining the troops, were lost at sea on the 
return passage. The Orcades went down in the Atlantic with a cargo of 
Chesterfields, tipped. He worked on PLUTO (Pipe Line Under the 
Ocean) in preparation for D-Day, and became a boatswain. Photos 
show a lean and sunburned sailor in a grass skirt with his arms round 
a shipmate after shore leave in the Pacific, or a weary mariner with a 
dreadnought-grey face while dodging U-boats in Atlantic convoy. 



14 | dexter petley

 Doreen Josh, or Don, as she was known, was serving in the Gravesend 
NAAFI when Mac disembarked. Her own father was a Cockney stoker 
on the Woolwich tugs who’d spent his early years in Hollywood as 
Pearl White’s bellboy. Don and Mac married upriver in Greenwich. A 
daughter, Lulu, was born just after the war. Mac worked inner London 
as a taxi driver. Without his vaudeville regulars, it was thin pickings. 
When Lulu was born he was still in his demob suit, with a pocket full 
of pawn tickets and coupons. It was petrol off spivs and rations for 
favours, so he ditched the taxi and bought a 1926 Morris. The Petleys 
loaded up their belongings, strapped the furniture to the roof and set 
off for the Weald on the Kent and East Sussex border, to seek their 
fortune, and to have a son in the country. 

They became itinerant, one step behind the gypsies, hawking their 
labour from farm to farm in the Rother Valley. Newenden, Bodiam, 
Etchingham, Robertsbridge. In the early 1950s, the Weald was still the 
Garden of England. The big breweries kept hop farms. The gentleman 
farmers did well. At its peak, there were seventy thousand acres of hops 
in Kent and Sussex. Today there might be three thousand, and most 
of the old hop fields have become vineyards. The family farmer grew 
soft fruit, all bound for the canning towns of jam and juice. The apples 
went to market, or into pies and cider. 

Mac and Don arrived when hops were still picked by hand. There was 
labour for able-bodied incomers, from planting to harvest, six months 
of piece work if you stretched it out. Photos from the period show a 
happy couple in their early thirties settling into country life: at the front 
gate of an eighteenth-century tiled cottage, 1950; a picnic on the South 
Downs when Lulu is five, 1952; Mac leaning on a hoe, Lulu camera-shy 
between them, Don dressed rather jauntily for the garden, 1950. 

When the mud turned cold, and the hop pickers went back to 
Canning Town themselves, Mac scavenged for work in winter. Don 
skivvied, Mac fixed vehicles and exterminated pests. He shot crows, 
poisoned moles, ratted barns, trapped magpies, ferreted rabbits and 
beat for the guns and redcoats. 

By the time I was born in the summer of 1955, the Petleys were living 
in a council house in Hawkhurst, still a sleepy village off Mr Jones the 
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butcher’s A21, halfway between Hastings and Tunbridge Wells, a post-
war overspill for demobbed country workers. On my birth certificate, 
Mac’s occupation is rodent operative. The new red-brick council estates 
were a haven for the drifters of  1945, men and women cut loose from 
pre-war ties by duty, chaos, the scattering of war. Down All Saints Road 
we had a Welsh miner, a Scottish spinster, an East End boxer and the 
Kiwi with his Cockney. Mac wasn’t the only rat catcher. There were 
three ex-gamekeepers and enough Land Army women who’d trapped 
and ratted for victory before going back to boiling their sheets. In fact 
it was All Saints and Sinners Road; a gypsy family of ten who carved 
wooden tent pegs, men who worked in the gypsum mine, an engraver, 
a retired Sheffield tram driver, a chimney sweep, a nurseryman, estate 
gardeners laid off on the eve of war, bus drivers, dustmen, coalmen, 
milkmen, widows and wounded. There were craftsmen too, cobblers, 
watch repairers, furniture makers. But most were labourers: on local 
farms where the tied cottages were being sold off; at the wood turners 
beside the railway station where they made the hop poles; or just 
chippies, brickies and plasterers for the new ‘gentlemen’ builders. The 
women worked in the village shops, the laundry or the egg-packing 
plant. Or, like Don, they did seasonal work on the fruit farms and 
skivvied for the district’s burgeoning middle classes. The aristocracy 
had fled, their mansions left empty after housing convalescing troops. 
Their estates were divided into farmland or secured for the new council 
estates. All Saints Road, Park Cottages, Basden, Wellington Cottages, 
Red Oaks. In secure housing at low rent, the idea was that working 
families could settle down in rural tranquillity and prosper under the 
new Welfare State. But not the Macs of this world. The bitterness of 
poverty and stifling hierarchies on foreign soil had begun to set Mac 
against himself. 

As an immigrant, he didn’t fully identify with the English rural 
working man, to live without respect from local gentry and the 
jumped-up squires who employed the men. The Sheriff of Kent had 
been a Petley in the 1500s, and the court in Tonbridge was named after 
him. At Battle, where William the Conqueror’s men had defeated King 
Harold’s army in 1066, there is Petley Wood. Old England was steeped 
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in Petleys, only they’d ended up on convict ships or keeping the peace 
with the Irish Guards in the new colonies. 

Don had never considered this, that when a man comes to his mother 
country he expects recognition. The eldest of nine, Don’s own father 
was proud to have Bow Bells ringing in his ears. Don spoke wistfully 
of pease pudd’n and faggots, jellied eels, the Pearly King and Queen 
of distant relation. Mac remembered the mechanical. There were no 
people, no family on his lips. On Don’s mother’s side, there were 
travelling folk, show people of the fairgrounds. Her maiden name was 
Josh, about as onomatopoeic an English working-class surname as you 
can get. A Petley was a pit lea, a shithole, a field latrine, a pit in a lea.

Mac’s split with human nature had already taken place after he entered 
service for Lord Curzon’s widow, the Marchioness of Keddlestone, at 
the Bodiam Castle Dower House in 1950. Mac as chauffeur/handyman, 
Don as mop and duster. The drunken cook of spurned advances had 
sabotaged the boilers one night ensuring Mac would take the blame. 
Shithole and Josh were turned out on the spot. Lady Curzon discovered 
the truth sometime later and invited them back. Mac tore the letter into 
shreds. The Marchioness sold up and returned to her seat up North. 
This left no room in Mac’s heart for compassion and negotiation.

My earliest memory is of standing with Mac in a field in winter, cold 
wet grass and mole hills on a slope. I’m three. Below us is the River 
Rother. A steam train makes its way along the valley to Etchingham. 
Behind me, Mac is killing moles. Later, he takes me to the edge of a 
wood to show me a long row of his dead crows, strung from post to 
post by their eye sockets.

His split with actual nature came with Lulubelle, a white Austin 7 
Tourer built in 1930, registration OT 3101. Her long bonnet opened 
like a bird in flight, her bolted-eye headlamps you could cradle in 
your arms like geese. Wings swept down on to a running-board where 
two brass-capped Redline cans painted blue were strapped with brass-
buckled leather tack. The flat glass windscreen opened outwards. A 
velvet blind with silk tassels pulled down over the back window. The 
seats were like deep leather armchairs. Onlookers clapped as we drove 
past. A rook and caw from the hooter made them cheer. Most of All 
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Saints Road just laughed at another old Petley banger. 
Mac couldn’t create himself, but he’d found his state of being, his 

passover into matter, metal, junk. Lulubelle was the first of many. 
Family life sacrificed, dedicated to the restoration of the vintage motor 
car. Mac spent his spare life under Lulubelle, hours after dark, lit by 
a streetlamp. Our weekends were wasted touring breakers’ yards, 
Mac’s rainy evenings indoors chasing up enthusiasts from their adverts 
in Motor Sport. Eccentric men in leather caps and goggles came and 
went. Men with long, posh names sent the dog into a frenzy. Their low 
resonant voices made the windows rattle. Silk cravats and red necks 
which made Don tut and scorn. They all turned up in some sleek 
roadster from the jazz age boulevards and race tracks; Mr Twallin in a 
Silver Ghost, Paul Foulkes-Halbard in an open-topped Bugatti.

They left Don banging saucepans together in the sink when Mac 
went for a spin. But something clawed him back to us, before he drifted 
away for good. Probably Don, sobbing in the kitchen as another lump 
of oily British metal lay on sheets of the Daily Express under her cooker. 
All too briefly, that boy who’d once ridden bareback to school and 
then come to this dark-grey, post-war land in another hemisphere, had 
something to pass on to us, after all. One summer morning in 1959, 
he woke us an hour before dawn and drove us deep in to the dark of 
Bedgebury Forest. We’d gone there, he said, to watch the sun rise. 

He packed the billy can and spirit stove and he fried sausages and 
eggs and bread in a blackened pan. The sun rose on the baked yellow 
track and threw shadows over ant hills, under pines tall as the sky. It was 
like walking on the moon, the world no one saw, the breakfasts only 
Petleys had ever tasted. We repeated this ritual every Sunday, all that 
summer. Maybe Mac was showing us the life he’d given up, like time 
was running out for him. One minute he was open, helping us along 
the right fork in the path, the next minute he was shut, a foreigner 
who’d left his past sealed in a black box down under. The land he’d 
settled in had nothing to offer, just the unwanted cars of its own past. 

He found them under tarpaulins, in barns, dilapidated coach houses, 
weeded-up yards at the backs of run-down garages, places which became 
his domain. He smelt out vintage cars like he smelt a rat. A handful of 



18 | dexter petley

change to a widow, a few hours clipping the hedge, fixing a gutter, 
smoking out some wasps, and the old crate was his. The gift brought 
inert machinery to life, a gift which stifled the living, turned our life 
back to machinery. Without knowing it, he’d become an Englishman. 
The amateur, the enthusiast, a player against gents, a place where he 
could share a pitch and bowl with the toffs, where the autodidact is 
admired while he creates a living widow. The barefoot rider had been 
extinguished. By then, he was naturalised British, neutralised Kiwi. His 
accent was gone. The past was a foreign land. 

He drove to work in a suit now. A rent collector for the council. 
Don wore slippers and housecoats and complained of bunions and 
loneliness. Lulu was thirteen and lived in her room with a transistor 
radio. It was like the family had split up in the same house. Life was a 
running repair; everything was a bother when Mac came home. Then 
one Saturday morning in June 1960, something happened. He came 
through the back door with a fishing rod instead of a headache. 


