ATTLEBOROUGH MAGIC  by Peter Lee
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Attleborough Square (a picture taken from the Green)  c.1905. Two of its famous pubs are in this view. The Fox on the left. You can just make out the pub sign nailed to the brickwork, and the distinctive frontage of the Oak on the right. The door in the front of the Oak was moved to the right hand side sometime in the 50’s so the dingy bar could be opened out. But the front fell in as the work was being carried out. Nevertheless the landlord opened up at lunchtime on time and served a lovely pint of Bass despite the brick dust and rubble. In fact Attleborough must be the most soporific place known to man. When I announced to my wife that when I retired I intended to sell up and move there and pad around the Green from pub to pub in my carpet slippers, she said, “That’s fine, but I’ll be moving to Bournemouth”.  

One thing that Attleborough prepares you for is death. There are only three ways to die in Attleborough, by disease, old age or boredom! On my monthly migrations to the Green to get my hair cut, or should I say, being follicularly challenged, my head buffed, I always say to the barber, “anything been happening lately mate?”, and almost invariably there will be a pregnant silence, and the response will inevitably be, “not much”. The last time I visited him his thoughts on the subject included “They’ve had a lick of paint at the Oak”, and I called in later, and yes I could smell paint, and thought “wow”! I sat down with a pint and looked at the fresh paint, and I do believe, in the duration I was in there I watched it dry. I was strangely serene. 

It is no surprise to me that the biggest trader on Attleborough Green is an undertaker. I noted that in the last few weeks a new extension to his funeral parlour has gone up, and about half the Green will be given over to catering for the needs of the departed. In addition to this a few hundred yards down the road by the Wem Brook there is another large funeral business. I rest my case. Death is big business in Attleborough and the place conditions you for it.

Of course, we have had our excitements. Or maybe excitement is too strong a word? Like when the roof of the empty shop premises on the Green, vacated by Harding’s the baker and confectioner, fell in. Some dope had used heavy concrete tiles to re-roof an 18th century buildings whose roof was full of dry rot! Anyway in the best inimitable style the site is now boarded up and knowing Attleborough is likely to remain so for decades. 

When I mention the Green you form the impression of a picturesque idyll. A village of small-scale shops and cottages around a pleasant green oasis of calm and trees. It might have been Green before 1850 but now it has been concreted over and the cottages have been turned over to a fish and chip parlour, take away places to cater for exotic palettes, pizzas, greasy English fry ups, and three hairdresser’s salons. As well as a wine bar and two delightful old-fashioned pubs. When a pal of mine moved to Hall End, his words were, “I’ll never have to cook again”. But there is something about Attleborough. I do not have a clue what it is. After all I’ve travelled. I’ve been to Bedworth, so what is it that makes Attleborough so full of restless charm. 

Let me give you another example. One Saturday night I called down the Green to pick up a Curry. I was amazed. The place was full of braying football supporters, and they were surrounded by policemen (and women) in full riot gear, equipped with plastic shields, battens and loud walky talkies. There were several large white police vans with mesh grids over the windows. It was beyond my wildest dreams. Anyway, nothing could keep me away from a pint for very long so I went into the Fox. Settling down with a beer I expected any minute to hear the smashing of glass from plate glass windows, loud whistles from the police, shouts and screams as they waded in with their battens smashing heads, and breaking bones.  At which point I fully intended to wander over and look out of the window. But nothing happened, even the footballer’s braying seemed to fade away. 

Then a bald headed youth came in the pub, fully equipped wearing a soccer shirt, ripped jeans and trainers. Even I could see he was a hooligan. He ambled out of the back without going to the bar. A whole minute or so later, four policemen came in, fully clad in stab proof vests, festooned with battens, loud radios and handcuffs jangling from their belts. They headed straight out the back the same way the youth had gone. I carried on sitting there expectantly waiting to hear a dull thud as he was pinned against a distant wall. Loud expletives, and a puff of CS gas as he was bundled to the ground.   But there was silence. Nothing happened. At that point I finished my pint to amble over to the Chinese take away and pick up my meal. Going into the street I expected to find glass everywhere, people lying covered with blood on the pavement, policemen wrestling with screaming girls in the road. But everybody had disappeared. The Green was deserted. It looked as though everyone had been issued with a broom and swept the pavements clean. There were a few people with baldheads in the Wine Bar, but, hey, this was Saturday night!  Attleborough had worked its magic once again.

In the meantime if you read this article sometime in the distant future when I have curled my toes up in the best tradition that Attleborough can offer, and you are walking through the Green at the witching hour between 3 and 4 in the morning, when the spirit world is in synchronisation with the physical world, and you see an amiable old fart walk through the wall of the Oak, cross the road in casual footwear and disappear through the locked door of the Fox you will know who it is.  

In the meantime does anyone know where I can buy a pair of tartan moquette carpet slippers?  

