
STORIES FROM THE 

FIVE TOWNS 

Bursley, Hanbridge, Knype, Longshaw, Turnhill -

these are the Five Towns of Arnold Bennett's stories, set 

in the English Midlands in the early 1900s. Today the 

Five Towns are the city of Stoke-on-Trent, but the 

place is still famous for its pottery ... and for the people 

in Arnold Bennett's stories. 

They are not famous or important people. They work 

in shops and factories; they fall in, and out of, love; they 

argue and they quarrel. Sometimes they are clever and 

successful, and sometimes they do very stupid things. 

Philip has some important news to tell his mother, but 

he is also going to get a big surprise ... Sir Jee hates his 

portrait, but what can he do about it? It was a present 

from the people of the Five Towns . . . At Knype 

station, Toby Hall suddenly decides to take the train to 

Turnhill, but why? Then there are John and Robert. 

They are brothers, they live in the same house, they eat 

meals together - and neither has said a single word to 

the other for ten years ... 
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NEWS OF THE ENGAGEMENT 

My mother never came to meet me at Bursley station when 

I arrived in the Five Towns from London. She always had 

other things to do; she was getting ready for me. So I always 

walked alone up Trafalgar Road, between the factories 

and past the football field. And so tonight, I had time to 

I always walked alone up Trafalgar Road. 
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Stories from the Five Towns 

think. I had some very important news for my mother, 

and I didn't know how to tell her. 

I wrote to my mother every week, to tell her what I was 

doing. She knew the names of all my friends. I often wrote 

about Agnes and her family. But it's difficult to write in a 

letter: 'I think Agnes likes me,' 'I'm in love with her,' 'I'm 

sure she likes me,' 'I think she loves me,' 'I'm going to ask 

her to marry me.' You can't do that. Well, I couldn't do it. 

And on the 20th December I asked Agnes to marry me, 

and Agnes said yes. But my mother didn't know anything 

about it. And now, on the 22nd December, I was coming 

to spend Christmas with my mother. 

My mother was a widow. I was her only son - and now 

I was engaged and she didn't know. I was afraid she was 

going to be a little unhappy, and I was ready for a difficult 

evenmg. 

I walked up to the front door, but before I put my hand 

up to ring, the door opened and there was my mother. She 

put her arms around me. 

'Well, Philip! How are you?' 

And I said, 'Oh! I'm all right, mother. How are you?' 

She smiled at me. She looked excited and younger than 

her forty-five years. There was something strange in her 

smile. I thought: 'She knows I'm going to get married. How 

does she know?' 

But I said nothing. You have to be careful with mothers. 
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News of the Engagement 

'I'll tell her at supper,' I decided. 

I went upstairs to my bedroom. When I came down, my 

mother was busy in the kitchen. I went into the dining

room, and here I had a surprise. There were three chairs 

around the table, and three plates and three glasses. 

So Agnes was coming! I didn't know how my mother 

knew, but she did know. She and my wonderful Agnes 

were planning a surprise for me. Agnes was coming to 

Bursley for Christmas! 

There was a ring at the door. 'It's Agnes!' I thought, 

and running to the door, I opened it. 

It was Mr Nixon. 

Mr Nixon was an old friend of the family. He was a 

large, strong man of about forty-nine or fifty. He was very 

helpful to my mother after my father's death. 

'Good evening, young man,' he said. 'It's good to see 

you back in Bursley.' 

'Mr Nixon has come for supper, Philip,' said my mother. 

Mr Nixon often came to supper during my visits to 

Bursley, but never on the first night. I liked him, but I wasn't 

very happy to see him tonight because I wanted to talk to 

my mother. I couldn't talk to her about Agnes with Mr 

Nixon sitting at the table. 

We started our supper. We talked about this and that, 

but nobody ate very much. I was thinking about what to 

say to my mother when Mr Nixon went home. At the end 

3 



Stories from the Five Towns 

of the meal I told my mother that I must go to the post 

office. I had an important letter to post. 

'Can't it wait until tomorrow, my pet?' my mother 

asked. 

'It can't,' I said. 

My letter, of course, was to Agnes. A letter to Agnes 

could not wait until tomorrow! I walked over to the dining

room door. 

'A letter to a lady?' asked Mr Nixon, laughing. 

'Yes,' I replied. 

I walked to the post office and posted my letter. When I 

got back home, I was sorry to see that Mr Nixon was still 

there. He was alone in the sitting-room, smoking. 

'Where's mother?' I asked. 

'She's just gone out of the room,' he said. 'Come and sit 

down. Have a cigarette. I'd like to talk to you, Philip.' 

I took a cigarette and sat down. I hoped the talk was 

not going to be a long one. 

'Well, my boy,' he said. 'Would you like me as a 

stepfather?' 

For a second I could not move or speak. 

'What?' I said. 'You mean . . .  you and my mother . . .  ?' 

'Yes, my boy, I do. I asked her yesterday, and she said 

yes. I've wanted to ask her for a long time - I think she 

knew that. Did she tell you in her letters? No? It's difficult 

to write in a letter, of course. She couldn't really write, 
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"My dear Philip, an old friend, Mr Nixon, is falling in love 

with me and I think I'm falling in love with him. I think 

he'll ask me to marry him soon." I don't think your mother 

could write that, could she?' 

I laughed. 

'Shake hands,' I said. 'This is wonderful news.' 

After a moment my mother came in, a little red in the 

face. 

'The boy's very happy, Sarah,' said Mr Nixon. 

After a moment my mother came in. 
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I said nothing about my own plans that evening. It was 

something new to me that my mother could fall in love, 

and that a man could fall in love with her. It was something 

new to me that she was lonely in our old house and that 

perhaps she wanted a new life. Perhaps, like all sons, I 

thought only about myself and my life. So I decided to say 

nothing about my news, and that evening my mother came 

first for me. I could tell her about Agnes tomorrow. We 

live and learn. 



�---THE BURGLARY ____ � 

Lady Dain said: 'Jee, if that portrait stays there much 

longer, I shall go mad. I can't eat any more with it up there!' 

She looked up at the big portrait on the wall opposite the 

breakfast table. 

Sir J ehoshaphat said nothing. 

Lady Dain did not like the portrait. Nobody in the Five 

Towns liked the portrait. But the portrait was by Cressage, 

the finest portrait painter in England, and a portrait by 

Cressage cost a thousand pounds or more. 

'I can't eat any more with it up there!' 
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Sir J ehoshaphat Dain was perhaps the cleverest and most 

successful businessman in the Five Towns. His business, 

called Dain Brothers, had one of the biggest pottery 

factories in England, and their cups and plates went all 

over the world. Sir Jehoshaphat was rich, because he sold 

his pottery very cheaply, and paid his workers very little. 

But Sir J ee liked to be important, so he used some of his 

money to pay for schools and hospitals for the people of 

the Five Towns. 

The people of the Five Towns often laughed at Sir Jee, 

but they also wanted to say thank you for the schools and 

hospitals. They decided to give him a portrait for a present. 

So Cressage painted the portrait and many people in 

London thought it was very good. 'A wonderfully clever 

portrait of a successful businessman from a small town; a 

little man who has made a lot of money and who thinks he 

is very important,' said one newspaper. 

It was not a kind portrait and many of the people of the 

Five Towns laughed when they saw it. But Sir Jehoshaphat 

had to take his present, and to say thank you for it. Now it 

was on his wall in his home, Sneyd Castle, and after sixteen 

months Lady Dain was tired of looking at it. 

'Don't be stupid, wife,' said Sir Jee. 'I'm not taking that 

portrait down, or selling it - not even for ten thousand 

pounds. I want to keep it.' 

But that wasn't true. Sir Jee hated the portrait more than 
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his wife did. And he was thinking of a secret plan to get rid 

of it. 

'Are you going into town this morning?' asked his wife. 

'Yes,' he answered. 'I'm in court today.' 

He was one of the town magistrates. While he travelled 

into town, he thought about his plan for the portrait. It 

was a wild and dangerous plan, but he thought it was just 

possible. 

That morning, the police were very angry with Sir J ee. A 

man was in court, and the police said he was a burglar. 

They wanted him to go to prison for five years or more. 

But Sir Jee did not agree. He said there was no proof that 

William Smith was a burglar. The other magistrate was 

very surprised at this and the police were very cross, but 

William Smith left the court a free man. Before he left, Sir 

J ee asked to see him in his office. 

'Smith,' said Sir J ee, looking at him carefully, 'you were 

a lucky man this morning, you know.' 

Smith was a small, thin man, with untidy hair and dirty 

clothes. 

'Yes, I was lucky,' he answered. 'And what do you want 

from me?' 

'I hope I can help you,' said Sir Jee. 

'I don't know ifl want help, but I never say no to money.' 

'Sit down,' said Sir Jee. 
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William Smith sat down at Sir Jee's desk. 'Well?' he 

asked. 

'I want you to steal something from my house. But it 

won't be a crime.' 

'What?' Smith was very surprised. 

'In my house, Sneyd Castle, there is a portrait of myself. 

I want someone to steal it.' 

'Steal it?' 

'Yes.' 

'I want you to steal something from my house.' 
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'How much will you pay me for doing it?' 

'Pay you?' said Sir Jee. 'It's a Cressage! You'll get two 

thousand pounds for it in America.' 

And Sir Jee told Smith the story of the portrait and why 

he wanted to get rid of it. Smith thought for a minute and 

then said: 

'All right, I'll do it, just to help you.' 

'When can you do it? Tonight?' 

'No,' said Smith. 'I'm busy tonight.' 

'Well, tomorrow night.' 

'I'm busy tomorrow, too.' 

'You're a busy man,' said Sir J ee. 

'Well, business is business, you know,' said Smith. 'I 

can do it the day after tomorrow.' 

'But that's Christmas Eve.' 

'Well, it's either that or Christmas Day. I'm busy again 

after that.' 

'Not in the Five Towns, I hope,' said Sir Jee. 

'No. There's nothing left in the Five Towns.' 

So they agreed on Christmas Eve. 

'Now,' said Sir Jee, 'I'll describe the rooms in Sneyd 

Castle to you. Then you'll know where-' 

William Smith looked at him and laughed loudly. 

'Describe the rooms to me? Do you think I'm stupid? I'm a 

businessman - I know Sneyd Castle better than you do.' 
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On the afternoon of 24th December, when Sir Jehoshaphat 

came home to Sneyd Castle, his wife was packing suitcases. 

The Dains were going to their son's house for Christmas. 

Their son John had a new wife and a new baby, and he 

wanted to spend Christmas in his new home with all the 

family. 

'Oh, fee!' she cried. 'You are difficult.' 
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