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    FOREWORD

  




  

    ‘And is there a dark side?’ asked the researcher from Parkinson. She was a pleasant girl with a broad Scots accent, and she asked the question at the end of our pre-show chat, almost as a nurse asks, ‘And have we had a bath today?’ Shame to disappoint her. I battled to find one. I mean, if you have a dark side, it gives depth to your personality. I really ought to have one; it would offset those accusations of being ‘relentlessly cheerful’, as though it were some sort of personal failing. Presumably it’s all right to be ‘relentlessly miserable’, but I get weary of folk who make a living out of angst – their own and other people’s. Too many people confuse irritability with intellectuality. Me? I suffer fools reasonably gladly, but then I know how they feel.

  




  

    My dark side? Well, I’m a bit gloomy now and then, but it’s usually because I haven’t been eating enough roughage, or because it’s been raining for days – nothing that can’t be cured by a couple of Weetabix and a sunny afternoon in the garden. Hardly black depressions. And anyway my mother never had much time for complainers, subscribing to the school of thought which believes that a trouble shared is a trouble dragged out till bedtime. As a result I’ve never had much sympathy with Hamlet; he should have married the girl, had kids and got himself a garden. That way Ophelia’s knowledge of botany could have been put to good use, and Denmark, not Britain, would have been the horticultural centre of the Universe.

  




  

    But then I’d have been born in the wrong place.

  




  

    BACKWORD

  




  

    a conversation with a conscience

  




  

    

      It was witty enough, I suppose, and to the point, but it sounds a fraction too flippant and self-assured to be completely . . . well, honest.

    




    

      Well, I’m a private sort of person.

    




    

      But I see you on television every week.

    




    

      Oh, I know I have cameras in my garden for Gardeners’ World but I refuse to have them in the house or open my doors to Hello! or OK!

    




    

      Are you trying to keep us in the dark then?

    




    

      No, it’s not that. After all, I admit to having a wife, Alison, and two daughters, Polly and Camilla, who are now in their early twenties, but I don’t parade them like props and we don’t do the rounds of premières and parties that are the staple fare of the gossip columns.

    




    

      Why?

    




    

      Because I reckon that just because you live part of your life on the screen it doesn’t mean that that’s the only place where it exists and that people should know everything about you. They might not want to. And anyway, why would I want the inside of my house plastered over ten double-page spreads? To swank? To show burglars where the silver is? There’s a more practical reason, too: I haven’t got enough glamorous clothes.

    




    

      So why write about your life if you’re private? Isn’t it better just to write novels and gardening books rather than an autobiography?

    




    

      Ah, except that this is more a touch of the memoirs – not an autobiography. I’ve asked them not to put that on the title page.

    




    

      Why?

    




    

      Well, only worthy people – older people – write autobiographies.

    




    

      Like pop stars?

    




    

      Yes. No. Well, quite a lot happens when you’re a pop star.

    




    

      Most of them are still in their teens.

    




    

      Yes, but they’ve lived.

    




    

      And you haven’t?

    




    

      Well, yes.

    




    

      So you think you’ve got something to say?

    




    

      I hope so.

    




    

      About what?

    




    

      About growing up in the Fifties and Sixties. About feelings. About how odd it is that someone who thought they were not particularly good at anything has actually managed to find a niche and make a reasonable fist of things.

    




    

      Sounds a bit smug to me.

    




    

      You couldn’t be more wrong.

    




    

      So you’re not smug?

    




    

      Nope.

    




    

      What then?

    




    

      Surprised.

    




    

      Am I supposed to believe that?

    




    

      Suit yourself.

    




    

      Will I learn much that I don’t know?

    




    

      I think so. Though I’m a bit wary of bitching. You know what the papers are like. They’ll just pick out any sharp bits and quote them out of context so that I’ll sound bitter and twisted.

    




    

      And you’re not?

    




    

      Nah. It’s not worth it.

    




    

      But you do bitch then?

    




    

      Well, I do relax with my friends and let slip the odd indiscretion.

    




    

      Any danger of that here?

    




    

      Occasionally.

    




    

      So is it worth reading this book then, or am I just going to be bored rigid reading about how you became a gardener?

    




    

      That rather depends.

    




    

      On what?

    




    

      Your reasons for reading it.

    




    

      Not much of a recommendation, is it?

    




    

      Well, look. I’ll try and be readable and mildly amusing. It might fill an hour or two, it might make you smile, shed a tear, have a laugh, and at least you might come away thinking, well, he’s not a bad lad, this Titchmarsh.

    




    

      Is that all you want? A reader who likes you?

    




    

      No. Not really. Though it’s preferable to the reverse.

    




    

      What then?

    




    

      Why does anyone write anything? To share things. To try to understand things. To remember pleasantly, and to entertain.

    




    

      I suppose that’s fair enough. Go on then.

    




    

      Thank you.

    


  




  

    ‘Alan Titchmarsh is a man who has made



    

      his way in life by trowel and error.’

    


  




  

    Sir David Frost

  




  

    1

  




  

    The Outsider

  




  

    ‘My clearest memories of childhood are all outdoors. I am squinting at the sun, or hearing my feet squelch inside my boots, or breathing deeply through my nose and feeling my nostrils fill with ice. Maybe I was destined to lead an outdoor life.’

  




  

    Samuel Jonas, Rustic Rambles, 1885

  




  

    My small fingers traced the outline of the round, smooth boulder. It was heavier than I was, and covered in a silky brown coating that made it slippery to the touch. It was in about a foot of water, in the River Wharfe at Ilkley in Yorkshire. Age? About seven or eight. I stood facing upstream, feeling the cold water swirling past my legs; spidery legs that stuck out from a pair of shorts. Thin legs, dusted with golden hairs. The curled toes of my freezing feet hung on to the stony riverbed in the hope that I’d avoid losing my grip and I flicked the thick and ever-present fringe of hair out of my eyes, peering past the glittering reflections on the surface of the water to the amber depths around the boulder.

  




  

    It was here somewhere. A catfish. A big one – streamlined and sly, whiskered and wary of the approach of a small pair of hands intent on catching it – its tail twitching to keep it in line with the current. I pounced. Too late – a splash of water and that was it. The catfish was gone, perfectly camouflaged in the beer-brown pool, and I’d nothing to show for my trouble but wet, rolled-up sleeves and soggy-bottomed shorts. I picked my way gingerly to the grassy bank and lay down on my stomach among sweet-smelling foxtail and rye. I looked at the jam-jar containing three bullheads – slower, duller and easier to catch. They were gasping for air, and nudging at the Robertson’s Golly to find a way out. I would let them go. In a bit.

  




  

    Childhood summer holidays seemed always to be like this – lived out in the open – and they must be the reason that I’ve grown up the way I have, a direct result of both nature and nurture, the perfect hybrid. The world indoors has never held any attraction for me, except in the worst of weathers. I rise early – always have – anxious not to miss out on anything. If the sun is shining and I have to stay indoors, I become irritable and eager to escape. A childhood in Wharfedale is to blame. But I’m not complaining.

  




  

    On the north side of the valley were the woods, carpeted with bluebells and wild garlic in spring; knee deep in rusty oak leaves and black mud in winter. To the south were the moors, looming over the town, purple with heather in late summer, orange with bracken in winter, or else almost black under heavy rain clouds. At the bottom of the dale, the silvery river snaked its way between playing fields and houses, separating the two wilder parts of the town. With no television to watch for the first few years of my life, that was the choice in fair weather, and often in foul: woods, moors or river.

  




  

    The moors with their unforgettable fruity tang of bracken and heather, bilberry and crowberry, provided the scenery for imagined Westerns where, without a horse but with a rhythm of hoofbeats, I would gallop along paths of silver sand and then shin up massive lumps of millstone grit to survey the scene below. Genteel Ilkley became Arizona, Rocky Valley on Ilkley Moor a cowboy canyon. Occasionally these imaginings would be played out with a friend, but more frequently I travelled solo, or with our dog, a corgi-cairn-and-border-terrier-fluffball called Cindy. She would shoot through the bracken so that only the quivering fronds could offer a clue as to where she was heading, and I would breast my way through the greenery in pursuit, running madly downhill and often falling headlong on top of her in fits of mad laughter.

  




  

    Middleton woods provided the richest source of birdlife, to be identified in Ladybird books and ticked off on a checklist covered in brown paper and entitled in spidery letters, ‘British Birds – Notes’. Thrushes and lapwings were commonplace; curlews and magpies a rare treat. I even found an injured hawfinch once, a shy bird with foxy plumage and a beak that could crack nuts. It seemed uninterested in my penny toffee bar and unwilling to open its beak. ‘Hawfinches do not like toffee.’ Another lesson learned, and noted down for future reference.

  




  

    But the river was the heart of my universe. It changed its mood with the seasons – deep and thunderous, the colour of Oxo and seventy feet across when in full spate after winter or spring rains, but drying out in summer to a benign stream that could be traversed without wetting the bottom of your shorts if you pulled them up a bit.

  




  

    In the pools at its edge you could find minnows, and under and around its rocks crayfish lurked, along with the portly slow-movers we called bullheads, and that elusive catfish. Real fishermen caught brown trout; I had to make do with leaning over the stone parapet of the Old Bridge, watching as these sleek and foot-long beauties nosed their way upstream. I wondered why the fisherman who was several yards away casting his fly on the deep pool downstream did not come up here and place his fly right over their noses.

  




  

    I made my own rod every summer from a long willow wand cut from the trees that dipped their pendulous branches in the water. To the long bent stem, stripped of its narrow leaves, I would fasten a cotton reel, the thread guided through small screw eyes and a bent pin tied to its end. I never caught anything, in spite of the fact that my worms were fat and juicy. It wasn’t long before I realised why; but fly fishing was something I waited another forty years to try.

  




  

    Beside the Old Bridge was a little nursery, and as I leaned over the wall I would dream of what it would be like to grow plants there. The perfect existence – a small nursery, a potting shed and a couple of small greenhouses – with the birds and the sound of the river for company. But the nursery had its own permanent warning about the fickle behaviour of the river: behind the rows of lupins and delphiniums, neatly set out in raised beds of deep, dark soil, and the rock plants grown in discarded plastic cups and arranged on makeshift tables, the potting shed door was decorated with painted lines that showed the depth of the flood water in successive years. It did not happen every winter, but when it did I felt sorry for the man who grew the plants, and longed to help him put the place back in order. In summer I’d see him – a burly bloke with fair, curly hair, wearing khaki shorts, white vest and heavy boots – working the soil and watering the plants. In winter he was less in evidence and the iron gate was bolted, more often than not, with a ‘Closed’ sign nailed to a post inside. The nursery is still there. And so is the door with its watermarks. And I still dream.

  




  

    At school we were told the story of Walter de Romilly who lived further upstream at Barden Tower. He had set out with his dog one morning, hundreds of years ago, and crossed the river at the spot known as ‘The Strid’, just a stride wide, but deep and thunderous between enormous rocks. That fateful morning as Walter leaped the river his dog held back on the lead and the boy disappeared under the water, never to be seen again. His mother, we were told, died of a broken heart.

  




  

    It was a story that was difficult to believe in summer, when the dawdling river trickled by, but all too easy to understand on those grey, rain-lashed days when the river had no time for play and the rocks were submerged by the raging, man-high torrent.

  




  

    After half an hour or so of summer’s afternoon fishing, my bullheads would be tipped out of the jar and back into the water, and I’d pull on my black, elasticated pumps, pick up my jam-jar and fishing rod and head for home, still dreaming of the one that got away, and what a brown trout would feel like in your fingers.

  




  

    The walk home took me past the allotments where my mother’s father grew his vegetables, then past the gasworks where we went every Friday for a sack of coke for the central heating boiler (first in the street to have it, though when your dad’s a plumber it doesn’t really count). Rounding the corner of Nelson Road, past the Ledgard’s bus garage with its shiny blue and chrome coaches, and the tall red brick wall where we played cricket, I’d meet the lads in the street who had been to the pictures. Waste of a Saturday, I reckoned. Who’d want to spend the daylight hours cooped up in the darkened mausoleum of the Essoldo or the Grove Cinema when you could be out catching fish, watching birds or running with a mad dog? And to be up and about when the rest of the world slept, especially on a bright and sunny morning, was the best feeling in the world. But then early morning, as my dad always said, is the best time of the day.

  




  

    So it’s always struck me as odd that I arrived late.

  




  

    2

  




  

    The Aged Relatives

  




  

    ‘It is with relatives as it is with wives, one always wishes one had somebody else’s.’

  




  

    Kay Parker, Sons and Leavers, 1932

  




  

    I was born at nine o’clock in the evening on Monday, 2 May 1949, to Alan and Bessie Titchmarsh (née Hardisty). I was their first child and I arrived during a heatwave, as my mother regularly reminds me, as though it were an excuse for my later behaviour. It was a tough delivery and my mother ‘nearly burst a blood vessel’, but both of us recovered and now there is not much to show for her exertions, except that the top of my head is pointed rather than flat. It’s something that I’ve continually tried to disguise with my thick brown hair which, in spite of widespread disbelief among my grey-haired contemporaries, I have never dyed. St Winifred’s Maternity Home sat on the very edge of the moor, and the window of my mother’s room looked out across the heather and bracken towards White Wells – the old bathing house on the side of Ilkley Moor.

  




  

    St Winifred’s is still there. It’s a large, detached stone house of stolid, uncompromising proportions, and it’s no longer a maternity home. Having been part of Ilkley College for a few years, it’s now been turned into flats, but a generation or two of Ilkley children can always boast that the fresh air of Ilkley Moor was the first to fill their lungs. I saw scaffolding encasing it on a visit a year or two ago, and read the advertisement for ‘Luxury Apartments’. I enquired about them – fanciful of maybe owning the room where I was born – but they had all been long since let, in spite of the fact that not one of them was yet completed. My sister told me that the estate agent’s advert in the Ilkley Gazette had boasted that the building was the place where I was born. Maybe they’ll put a blue plaque on it. Maybe not.

  




  

    Both Mum and Dad were Ilkley natives. My father’s father, Fred, was a journeyman gardener whose family hailed from St Ives in Huntingdonshire. He died before I was born and was always known in conversation as Granda. Dad’s mum was Florrie – Florence Alice Padgett – from a large family of girls in Beverley, the East Riding of Yorkshire.

  




  

    I grew up with a generous supply of great-aunts on my father’s side: Auntie Edith, the eldest, whom I cannot remember, then Auntie Lizzie and Auntie Ethel who, like Dad’s mum, had a prickly kiss. Auntie Clara was kindly and walked with a stick, Auntie Nellie had rosy cheeks and laughed a lot, Auntie Maggie was married to Uncle Archie who rode a cream motor scooter and Auntie Annie was in the Salvation Army. There were nine sisters in total, I think, all of them small, busy and bird-like. Their only brother, Uncle Will, fought in both the Boer War and and the First World War and then moved to Hull. I never met him.

  




  

    Dad was the youngest of three children and had a brother, James (Jim) and a sister, Alice. Jim married and had two sons; Auntie Alice remained single, continued to live with my widowed grandmother in a tiny two-up, two-down plus an attic in Dean Street with its cobbled back lane, and saved up threepenny bits for pocket money for her nephews and niece. She worked in service for a lady called Mrs Heap, who always sounded to me as though she must live in a dreadful state of untidiness. From time to time Auntie Alice took to bed with attacks of what were known in the family as ‘idleitis’. This was blamed on the fact that she had once, when young, been involved with the Oxford Group Movement – something to do with ‘moral rearmament’ – and never quite got over it. She seemed to spend the rest of her life waiting for reinforcements.

  




  

    But she was a kind, if nervy, soul with curly hair and feline features who, in later years, sat by the gas fire until her legs became red and mottled, and whose hands shook rather a lot when she was eating meals or drinking tea. Her social life seemed to be confined to beetle drives, whist drives and the occasional foray into bingo with her chain-smoking friend Phyllis Lupton, but mostly she just sat by the fire in floral crimplene dresses that were a touch too tight for comfort.

  




  

    Grandma, in her time, had been a ‘nippy’ – a waitress – at the Bluebird Café, all shiny chrome and black vitriolite panels on Ilkley’s smartest street, The Grove. In spite of her small stature – she was barely five feet tall – it was rumoured that she could carry half a dozen plates up each arm, and was a dab hand at ‘silver service’. I was always a little bit frightened of her. Like many small women she had a forcefulness that could take a small child’s breath away. But then I might have been influenced by my mum, whose relationship with Grandma Titchmarsh was always uneasy. My dad said little about it, but then he probably thought a lot.

  




  

    Mum’s mum, Catherine Naylor, came from Bradford, and her dad, George Herbert Hardisty, from Skipton. Herbert was a ‘ganger’ – a sort of foreman – in the council’s highways department. He smoked a pipe filled with rich-smelling Condor tobacco and was bald with a walrus moustache. He seemed always to be wearing dark trousers, a dark waistcoat with a watch chain, and a white collarless shirt. A flat cap (or black trilby on Sundays) covered the bald head when he was out. By the time I came along he was retired and had time to be a small child’s perfect grandad, kindly, gentle and with a few tricks up his sleeve. While Grandad was short and stocky, Grandma was angular and slender featured with swollen rheumatic knuckles. She was, of our two grandmas, the one who spoiled my sister and me the most.

  




  

    In the back kitchen of the Hardisty household in Ash Grove – the other side of the Leeds Road from Dean Street and where we would visit them two or three times a week – were produced toasted currant teacakes, spread with butter that melted and ran in rivulets down our chins. Grandma had an amber sugar-bowl, and Grandad would keep his empty tobacco tins and matchboxes for us, making long trains out of them and pushing them over the edge of the brown chenille-covered table to land with a clatter on the stone-flagged floor. He could make a squeaking noise with his hands – we called it ‘cupty-cupty’ – and, to the despair of my mother, he would drink his tea from his saucer, having poured it there from his cup to cool it down before slurping it up under the drooping grey whiskers of his moustache. Then he’d wink at us, fill his pipe and sit by the open fire to smoke it.

  




  

    Sometimes, in moments of sentimentality, he would sing ‘My Old Dutch’ to Grandma, who would turn away and mutter ‘Shut up, Herbert’, wiping a tear from her eye with the corner of her pinny.

  




  

    Wallflowers, sweet williams and tulips grew in the front garden of the neat stone-built terrace house, and in the back yard lived Smudger, a smooth-haired fox-terrier. There she would lie in the sun, and I can still smell the fragrance of gently cooking dog on York stone slabs, and see her white, moulted hairs caking the mossy earth in the gaps between the paving.

  




  

    Life at Ash Grove seemed to revolve around the kitchen and its massive black range with cosy fire and chrome-handled ovens. The front room, with its twin glass domes of stuffed exotic birds on the mantelpiece, was cold, gloomy and seldom used.

  




  

    My mother was one of two sets of twins. Of the first set, Barbara and Charles, only Barbara (Bee) survived. Charles died on St Patrick’s Day when he was just six weeks old. His mother said it was because he should have been born first, not second. ‘Barbara and Charles,’ said my grandmother, ‘were born the wrong way round.’ My mother, Bessie, and her brother, George Herbert (Bert), were born exactly four years later.

  




  

    Mum and Dad went to school together, having first been introduced in their prams while their mums were out walking. There was an age gap of just two months. My mother must hold some kind of scholastic record. She started school, with her brother Bert, at the age of two, the twins having followed their sister Bee to school. The teacher said they could stay but they would not be on the register. A year later she relented and their names were added, so full-time schooling began for Mum at the age of three. It ended when she was fourteen and went to work drawing wool in Lister’s mill in Addingham, a couple of miles up the Wharfe valley.

  




  

    Dad, rejecting his father’s trade, became an apprentice plumber with a local firm when he left school. When war broke out, plumbing became a ‘deferred occupation’ and he did not join up immediately – Hitler might have curtailed certain activities on the part of the British population but he was powerless to interfere with their sanitary arrangements. Plumbers were still necessary. During the latter part of the war Dad joined the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers and with typical military misapplication of craftsmanship he then spent a couple of years in India fitting new treads to worn-out tyres.

  




  

    Dad wasn’t especially enamoured of India. ‘Never seen such a filthy ’ole’, was about the extent of his appreciation. The troops slept upstairs in his particular billet, while the natives bedded down below. ‘At night,’ he said, ‘they went jungly.’

  




  

    I mused for hours on what ‘going jungly’ meant. My mum said that the natives did war-dances and things. Seemed appropriate to me. There was a war on, when all was said and done. Perhaps they were just trying to help.

  




  

    After a healthy number of assorted relationships between their school days and during the war, Alan and Bessie found themselves in the same group of friends once war had ended. On 4 November 1946 they all went to a dance at the King’s Hall in Ilkley, the girls in their floral frocks and peep-toe shoes, the men in their baggy suits. Halfway through the evening Mum recalls looking up at the balcony that ran round the Winter Gardens. ‘I looked up and saw your dad. I waved. He waved back. Then he came down and we started dancing. We courted for six months, then we were engaged for six months and we got married on 3 December 1947.’

  




  

    ‘Was it love?’ I asked.

  




  

    ‘Well, it must have been something, mustn’t it?’

  




  

    I think we’ll take that for a ‘yes’. This is Yorkshire, after all.

  




  

    Mum and Dad married two years after hostilities ceased. They went to live with Florrie, my father’s mother – two-up, two-down, an attic and an outside lavatory – while Auntie Alice moved in with Mrs Heap. It wasn’t a particularly comfortable state of affairs, Florrie being an interfering, if well-meaning, busybody, and my mother being just a touch volatile, and needled at being constantly compared with Uncle Jim’s wife, Jenny. ‘Jenny does it this way, why don’t you?’

  




  

    Still, somehow they all muddled through for a couple of years until four months after I was born when Mum and Dad bought their own house in Nelson Road, a ten-minute walk from Dean Street – near enough for Grandma Titchmarsh to irritate my mother by turning up every afternoon at tea time to enquire what we were having. ‘Mmm. That looks nice!’ she’d say, leaning over our shoulders and scrutinising the contents of our plates. Mum felt obliged to offer her some. At first.

  




  

    Auntie Alice eventually moved back to live with Grandma Titchmarsh and for the next thirty years or more they aggravated one another daily. Auntie Alice would watch Russ Conway on the television and say, ‘I wish I could play like him,’ to which Grandma would snap back, ‘Well, you could have done if you’d practised.’ The thought of my Auntie Alice playing ‘Sidesaddle’ and winking at the television camera is something I still can’t come to terms with.

  




  

    By the time my sister arrived, four and a half years later, my parents had become a bit more adventurous in the naming stakes. She was christened Kathryn Victoria. I’ve always felt slightly resentful that Kath has more regal-sounding names than mine.

  




  

    Before my birth my mother cherished a fondness for the name Rodney, but the doctor advised against it. ‘For God’s sake, don’t call him Rodney!’ And so, with sentiment worthy of Mills and Boon, when her newborn infant was placed in her arms and she was asked what name I was to have, she said that I was to be called after my father: Alan. It was later decided that I should carry my grandfather’s name as well: Frederick. Quite noble, really. Until, at the font, Florrie told Mum quite curtly that her late husband’s name lacked the ‘Erick’. It was ‘Fred’, plain and simple.

  




  

    So here I am – Alan Fred. Both perfectly acceptable names for a gardener, so that’s all right.

  




  

    3

  




  

    Nelson Road

  




  

    ‘I love children. Why I was only remarking to Mr Whittaker yesterday that in the right place I think they can be quite decorative. They get grubby, yes, but at a distance (and distance, it seems to me, is always preferable with children) one is apt not to notice.’

  




  

    Joan Morris, The Pleasure of Propriety, 1832

  




  

    Nelson Road was a typical northern street of stone-built terraced houses with purple slate roofs, and it was surrounded by other streets bearing similarly patriotic names – Nile Road, Trafalgar Road, Wellington Road and Victory Road – though a few streets away the more honestly descriptive Brewery Road added an air of relaxed normality. Number 34 was, like all the others, on three storeys. My mother and father moved in during the autumn of 1949, having bought the freehold, on a mortgage, for £400. They had their own place at last, and my mother could heave a sigh of relief at being at least an arm’s length from her mother-in-law.

  




  

    The front door of Number 34 was reached by crossing a tiny patch of lawn, bordered with lily-of-the-valley and enclosed by a privet hedge and a gate with a clinking sneck. The door led directly into ‘the front room’, used as a sitting room, and two further doors led off it, the left-hand one opening on to the cellar and coal ’ole steps, and the right-hand one leading into the back kitchen. A door in the kitchen revealed the stairs which led up to the landing with double bedroom at the front (Mum and Dad), single bedroom at the back (me until my sister arrived) and loo. The top floor, with its dormer window, was an attic which, on my sister’s arrival, was converted into a bedroom for me (at the front with the dormer) and a bathroom at the back (with a skylight).

  




  

    My father might have been a plumber by trade but at home he was also a builder and carpenter of necessity. He painted the outside of the house and pointed the stonework, glazed windows, divided up the attic and installed the bathroom, put in central heating and flushed the old-fashioned panelled doors with smooth hardboard, replacing the dated brass knobs with chrome and plastic handles set at a 45-degree angle. He replaced stone-flagged floors with modern floorboards and turned what was a down-at-heel terraced house into a home that became a part of us. My mother did what so many mothers did in the Fifties and Sixties – she brought us up full time, an operation which included decorating, curtain making, accounting, shopping, cooking, sewing, knitting, dressmaking and every other aspect of housekeeping.

  




  

    There were one or two mothers in the street who worked, in shops or factories, but in our hearts we knew that it wasn’t right. A mum was meant to be at home when you wanted her. We felt sorry for kids whose parents were both out all day.

  




  

    Behind the house was a tiny yard, where bikes leaned against the wall under old pram covers and sacks. Then came ‘the back’ – a rough lane – and then our back garden, perhaps thirty feet long and fifteen feet wide with an old sycamore at the end and cabbages and Brussels sprouts down either side. By the garden gate stood a stone-built outhouse, the midden. It contained nothing except spiders and woodlice.

  




  

    ‘Don’t ever go in there,’ warned my mum. ‘I don’t want you catching something nasty.’

  




  

    So we never did, but then it was the most uninviting building I ever saw, with a flat concrete roof and peeling maroon-painted stable doors that seemed to be falling off their hinges. In all the sixteen years we lived there I never stepped over its threshold. Stupid really.

  




  

    If the River Wharfe was the hub of my childhood universe, then the back lane was at the heart of my childhood social life. It was here that we rode ‘bogeys’ – wooden carts made from spare timber and old pram wheels, and steered with a loop of rope. My dad would make them for me, and I’d replace the wheels when they fell off due to overwork. I’d build elaborate canopies for them from wartime blackout material to turn them into stage coaches, and start them off at the top end of Nelson Road, hurtling happily down the one-in-six gradient and either turning right into the bus-garage wall at the bottom, or left into Mennell’s builders’ yard that surrounded the saleroom.

  




  

    Dacre, Son and Hartley’s saleroom played a large part in our lives. We seldom had anything new in the way of furniture, but my sister and I became accustomed to returning home from school and discovering a different three-piece suite or set of dining chairs from the ones we had left behind in the morning. We went through the Parker Knoll and Ercol phases, as well as what I now recognise as being a set of six oak Arts and Crafts dining chairs that the V & A would kill for. They all came and went, and my mother enjoyed the variety that spiced our lives.

  




  

    ‘I think it must be the gypsy in me,’ she’d say. Anyone less like a gypsy than my mother I cannot imagine.

  




  

    Our bikes came from the saleroom, too. My first was a plum-coloured Hercules, and I learned to ride it down the back lane with my dad holding on to the saddle. Until the time that he didn’t and I turned around to speak to him at the bottom of the lane and saw that he was still at the top. I never fell off again. Well, not until I hit something.

  




  

    Sales were usually held once a fortnight, but the rest of the time the kids in the street had great fun playing with the stuff that was unsaleable and had been chucked out. We’d smash tiles with stones, melt down broken lead statues in tin cans over bonfires, and partake of other childhood activities that would now be branded as wanton violence and mindless cruelty.

  




  

    We came across an old man burying a cocker spaniel on the other side of the saleroom wall, and went to tell the older lads in the street. They gave it a week, and then went along armed with spades and dug it up to see if it had gone to heaven. It hadn’t. We were all disappointed and tried to think of a reason.

  




  

    ‘Maybe it takes dogs longer to get there than people,’ suggested Dokey Gell.

  




  

    ‘Maybe animals don’t go,’ offered Mickey Hudson.

  




  

    The question was not resolved satisfactorily and the dog was covered up again and forgotten.

  




  

    In moments of supreme creativity we’d put on plays on the patch of concrete down the back street that was known as ‘Barker’s Square’. Mr and Mrs Barker were an older, childless couple with a back kitchen that always smelled of nutmeg. Mrs Barker wore black, single-buttoned ‘character shoes’ every day, and on Sundays you could see Mr Barker directing traffic while wearing navy blue uniform and white gloves; he was a special constable, which I always thought rather glamorous. He kept two tortoises – Tommy and Thomas – of even greater age than the Barkers themselves.

  




  

    The concrete square – the only made-up part of the back lane – was where Mr Barker parked his motor bike and sidecar, but he’d move it for our plays. They weren’t plays really; more like entertainments. The girls would dance ballet to records played on an old wind-up gramophone, and I’d announce what they were doing, trying to remember not to say ‘paz de dukes’. Then we’d sing advert jingles in the interval: ‘Have you tried Robinson’s Lemon Barley, lemon fresh, barley smooth? If you haven’t tried Robinson’s Lemon Barley, well . . . you should!’ Toe-curlingly embarrassing to recall.

  




  

    Indulgent parents would sit down on the row of half a dozen chairs and watch a show that took, at most, two and a half minutes.

  




  

    ‘Very good. Yes, very good.’ Then they’d smile and walk back to their respective kitchens to put the kettle on and get on with things.

  




  

    The rest of the time we played the usual games, cricket and football against the bus-garage wall at the bottom of the street. We seldom had to stop for cars. Oh, and kick-can – a bit like hide and seek, but when you dashed out from cover on being found, you had to kick an old tin can before the person who had located you managed to put their boot in.

  




  

    But I was, as my dad observed fairly early on, always a bit of a loner. It’s not that I’m antisocial, it’s just that I’m also happy on my own, with my own thoughts and my own all-too-vivid imagination. Even now, although I enjoy the company of a close family and an unusually large number of good friends, I still need time to myself. Time to think. Time to write. Time to be quiet.

  




  

    Not that life at home was quiet.

  




  

    Gardening is what I have done for as long as I can remember. I have a photograph of myself and Grandad Hardisty on his allotment. He is leading me, a podgy-legged one-year-old in baggy bloomers, between rows of sweet peas, among which dangle the shiny lids of Cadbury’s cocoa tins, put there to frighten off the sparrows. His allotment, on the banks of the river, had a small and lopsided shed filled with tools, spilled seeds and bags of pungent fertiliser. Blackberries scrambled over brass bedsteads, and a sunken tank of sootwater provided the wherewithal to discourage greenfly, caterpillars and anything else that might want to eat his cabbages and cauliflowers, all of which seemed to be covered in a thin black film of soot. Grandma must have had to scrub each brassica for hours to remove the deposit.

  




  

    In spite of the fact that my father’s father, and his grandfather, had both been gardeners, Dad took up the spade on the allotment only reluctantly, when my mother’s father found it too much. His own father had made him pull up weeds as a boy and he had never found any joy in the garden. It was Mum who fanned the flame in me. But that came later.

  




  

    At the time of my sister’s arrival, my father went down with pneumonia, as a result of which I was farmed out to my Auntie Bee in Otley. In later life I came to look upon Auntie Bee with great fondness. She was a good artist, though she never had the opportunity to use her talent. Only in old family autograph books can her artwork be admired – pencil sketches and pen-and-ink drawings of Mickey Mouse and other characters drawn out of her imagination. She was a love, a gentle creature with a good sense of humour, totally overshadowed by her assertive greengrocer husband.

  




  

    When I was four and a half, Otley, though only eight miles from Ilkley, seemed hours away, my cousins David and Arnold struck me as strangely different, my Uncle Herbert Burnett was gruff and grumpy and often didn’t wear his teeth, and Auntie Bee, not surprisingly, was impatient. ‘Be quiet, the pair of you’, are the only words I remember her saying during that time. She also admonished my cousin at the dinner table for speaking with his mouth full, but her instruction did not come out quite as she intended. ‘David! Don’t talk with your mouth open!’ He spent ages trying to work out the alternative.

  




  

    A black-and-white photograph of David and myself standing side by side in a garden wearing carpet slippers, cardigans and morose expressions seems to sum up my feelings of that brief but unhappy episode.

  




  

    I suppose I must have been aware of the reasons for my removal, but it did nothing to cheer me up. I returned home after however long it was – probably only a couple of weeks – to discover my mother in the back bedroom of her own mother’s house with a baby at her breast. I levered myself up on the bed to watch my sister feed and enquired, ‘Is that what those things are for?’
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    Tales of the Unexpected

  




  

    

      ‘I quite like my sister. When I’m not with her.’

    




    

      Barry Utterworth, Samson Smith, 1963

    


  




  

    The arrival of my sister came as something of a shock. I suppose I must have been told she was on her way, but it was only when she started muscling in that I realised the implications of the presence of a woman other than my mother in my life. From the word ‘go’ we got on like a house on fire. Oh, there were days when we could cheerfully hate one another, and when it all ended in tears, but they were, to be honest, few and far between. The four-and-a-half-year difference in our ages didn’t seem to matter at all, probably because I was a slow developer and my sister anything but. It sort of levelled us out.

  




  

    There were times when it embarrassed us to confess to other brother-and-sister partnerships who were at each other’s throats like cat and dog that we quite enjoyed each other’s company. We played together, ate together and generally got on, though she would leave me alone when I wanted to play with my electric train, and I would leave her to change the clothes and brush the hair of her dolls. The fact that the head came off Prudence – the Victorian china doll with a leather body – was, I would like to make clear, not my fault. She was very old and more fragile than she looked.

  




  

    None of our toys was what you’d call high technology, but then a play station is a vicarious sort of entertainment. Safe, yes (if you don’t count microwaves and radioactivity); but expensive, and not exactly character forming.

  




  

    Where once there was waste ground or scrubland that could be transformed by imagination into any part of the world, from tropical jungle to Australian outback, there are now adventure playgrounds. You can see them on the side of playing fields, with their rubber floors and chipped bark cushioning under the swings. They are carefully constructed to remove any danger. Parents feel much more secure as a result. Shame really. We seem to have crafted a childhood influenced more by the threat of litigation than by the need to grow up and be able to take a few knocks.

  




  

    It does make me appreciate my own parents’ willingness to let us grow up more naturally: ‘Look right, look left, look right again, and then if all is clear, quick march, don’t run. Oh, and don’t talk to strangers.’ That was all we were armed with when let out for the day.

  




  

    There’s more traffic about today, so your quick march might be quicker still, but I suspect that life’s quotient of ‘strangers’ is probably about the same. We’re just made more aware of them by an increasingly alarmist press.

  




  

    It was years before I realised that the road sweeper clad in khaki overalls about whom we were warned, ‘Don’t take any sweets from him because he’s got a nasty disease,’ was probably a child molester. As it was, we just crossed over the road whenever we saw him and never caught anything.

  




  

    Not that I recommend some of the things we got up to. Apart from melting lead from saleroom throw-outs, fire was a real fascination. But we were careful. Experimentation showed us what it could do, and how hot it became. So the day that I, playing the ‘good’ cowboy, was tied to an old wooden chair (at my own suggestion) with a fire lit beneath it while I tried to escape from my mates, ‘the baddies’, was, in effect, a carefully controlled situation. I’d made sure that I could stand up and walk with the chair on my back so I escaped with no more than a pair of melted soles and singed denim. Wise? No. Fun? You bet!

  




  

    We climbed trees. We tumbled over. In the course of growing up I split open my eyebrow, my lip, gashed my knee twice and always had a few scabs to pick at. One day I fell ten feet from the top of a flight of steps in the saleroom yard flat on to my stomach and wondered, having been winded, if I’d ever be able to draw breath again.

  




  

    Fortunately we were not mollycoddled. Quite the reverse. Trying to get a day off school, my sister and I discovered, required hard work and application. Nothing less than dramatic and continuous vomiting would stop you from being bundled out of the front door of a morning. I wouldn’t say my mother was a hard woman, but a slight headache or a bit of tooth- or earache was no reason to stop you from getting on with life. She was caring, but not in the Florence Nightingale league.

  




  

    That was bad enough, but she also trained my dad in her image. I fell over down by the allotments once, hurting my knee on an ash and cinder path. I burst into tears and clutched at my damaged limb.

  




  

    ‘Come on! Get up! We’ll be late for dinner.’

  




  

    You know those times when you seem to be speaking a different language from your parents? This was one of them. To be fair, I suppose I wasn’t terribly coherent, burbling away and pointing at my left knee.

  




  

    In the end, he hoiked me up on to his shoulders, muttering about me being a cry-baby and looking at his watch, fearing both the state of the Sunday roast and my mother’s patience in view of our impending late arrival.

  




  

    It was only when we got home and he dumped me down on the kitchen floor that I managed to roll down my knee-length sock and examine the inch-long gash at the side of my leg that he showed any remorse. He went pale and quiet, and my mother went for the TCP.

  




  

    I’ve still got the scar. And a bit of cinder forever embedded in my knee. No offence, Dad. It’s a kind of battle scar now.

  




  

    The most amazing thing of all is that until I was well into my teens I never once heard my dad swear. He must have done at work, but at home, no. Never. Until one day in summer when I was upstairs helping my mum decorate my attic bedroom. It was a lovely pale green paper with ducks flying across the marshes. I haven’t seen it in the shops for ages, now.

  




  

    Anyway, there we were, on the top floor of the house at about four in the afternoon and we heard a shout from downstairs. It was my dad, but his voice was indistinct.

  




  

    Mum was at the top of the ladder and I was handing a newly pasted strip of paper up to her.

  




  

    ‘Go and see what he wants while I hang this bit, will you?’

  




  

    So down the stairs I went, rounding the corner at the bottom of the last flight to see my father standing on the back doorstep in his working clothes of navy blue overalls, tweed jacket and flat cap. On his face was a look of complete dejection. On his cap, his jacket, his overalls and his cheeks was a smattering of brown, smelly gunge.

  




  

    He looked at me and I looked at him.

  




  

    ‘Go upstairs,’ he said, ‘and tell your mother I’ve been showered in shit.’

  




  

    There followed, that evening, the story of how he came to be standing at the top of a ladder unblocking a waste pipe into which six lavatories of the local hotel discharged, as did his further expletives at the hotel waiter who had decided to flush the lavatory at the far end of the line, having been for his afternoon clear-out.

  




  

    My father, marooned at the top of his ladder, could do nothing except wait for the colourful torrent to subside. His clothes never made it past the back door. He was round to the Co-op the following morning for a new outfit. Careful she might have been, but my mother was nothing if not hygienic.
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    Going Up in the World

  




  

    ‘Our Edie’s got a car.’

  




  

    ‘Is it a posh one?’

  




  

    ‘I’ll say. Four ashtrays and a steering wheel cover.’

  




  

    Tom Chambers, Fur Coat and No Teeth, 1966

  




  

    It was ages before television influenced us. Grandma Titchmarsh got it first. We were taken round to her house and, from the outside, asked if we could see anything different about it. It took a while before we noticed the X-shaped aerial strapped to the chimney. We got our own set six months later. I was probably about eight years old.

  




  

    I remember, like the rest of my generation, newsreaders and presenters with posh voices – Sylvia Peters and Richard Dimbleby – puppets like Bill and Ben and Muffin the Mule, cowboy adventures like The Lone Ranger and The Range Rider.

  




  

    We had a Pye television in a wooden cabinet with a sloping glass screen at the front, a natty sort of affectation which was the televisual equivalent of the Ford Anglia with the sloping rear window. It had four small knobs on the back – contrast and brightness, and horizontal hold and vertical hold, which you turned to stop the framed picture from moving side to side or up and down – and two bakelite knobs on the front. One was on/off and volume, and the other a tuning knob. Not that we had much to tune in to. One BBC channel, and that was only in the evening. Nothing during the day except a test card with lots of black, white and grey patches and patterns on it. ITV came along some time later, along with its ATV three-note vibraphone signature tune and Robinson’s Lemon Barley jingles, but my mother didn’t really approve. It was, to her, a ‘common’ station. Auntie Bee’s family watched ITV a lot, but they lived in a council house. Mum would never watch the news on ITV. The BBC was what you watched the news on. They got it right. My mother never was and never will be a snob, in the accepted sense of the word. As she would see it, she just has standards.

  




  

    To this day she still watches the BBC news, though Coronation Street and Emmerdale have wooed her over to the other side now, for part of the evening at least. From time to time there is talk of me moving to ITV. ‘Ooh, Ala! You wouldn’t, would you?’

  




  

    What can you say?

  




  

    It was shortly after we had the television that our first means of transport arrived. It was a van, a big, dark green Austin A35 pick-up, registration number UWU 581. I’ve always had a problem remembering number sequences (something I’ve handed on to my youngest daughter) but I can remember the numbers of our first van and our first car. This one had a bench seat in the front where, perched between Dad, driving, and Mum on the passenger side, my sister and I would be taken on Sunday afternoon runs up the Dales or even to the Lakes.

  




  

    It was on the corner of the main road at Bowness that we had our only family accident. A motor cycle shot across the traffic lights, collided with our offside wing and deposited its rider in the back of the van. He leaped out and began swearing at my father who, to his undying credit, asked him to moderate his language in front of the children. Nothing came of the encounter. We were stationary at the time, and the motor cyclist realised he was in the wrong, but I remember feeling sick for the rest of the day, and my dad didn’t say much.

  




  

    William Lawson (Ilkley) Limited, the plumbing firm for which my father worked, kept the big green Austin van for a few years, eventually replacing it with a brown Austin Mini pick-up van with a plastic cover over the back. There was now no room for my sister and me to sit in the front. The bench seat went with the bigger model and now we had two almost bucket seats and a floor gear stick instead of one on the steering column. Added to which, we were growing. As a result Kath and I were moved outside, under the plastic cover where, with a few cushions to soften the steel floor, we travelled with our backs to the cab, trying not to get a numb bum and doing our best not to inhale the exhaust fumes which had a habit of backing up, especially going up hills. But were we bothered? No! We were out ‘on a run’, and saw the likes of Bolton Abbey and Grassington, Pateley Bridge and Burnsall, usually with a picnic at the side of the river or on the edge of the moors.

  




  

    And then, one day, came the first firm’s car rather than a van, though what my dad did with all the copper piping and ballcocks he needed to take to his jobs I’ll never know. It was a green Austin Mini and from now on Kath and I had our own seats. After the Mini came a red Austin 1100. We toured Scotland in that. It was great, except that at the factory they hadn’t fitted the rubber bungs in the floor properly and my sister and I looked down, a few miles north of Inverness, to discover that our feet were under water.

  




  

    ‘Dad! We’re wet!’

  




  

    ‘Yes. Well, it’s raining.’

  




  

    ‘No. I mean we’re really wet.’

  




  

    ‘Doh!’ It was my dad’s word long before Homer Simpson.

  




  

    We pulled up, lifted the carpet and poked a stick through the hole in the floor to let the water out, then fitted the misplaced rubber bungs and set off again.

  




  

    We didn’t really care. We were independent. We were on holiday, and to this day I am not certain how a plumber and his wife, who stayed at home to look after us rather than go out to work, managed to give us a holiday every year (only a week, mind) and provide us with Christmas presents and new clothes and a feeling of being special. Well, I do have a vague idea. It was all down to good accounting. My mother would have nothing on ‘tick’ or the ‘never-never’; everything had to be paid for in full when it was bought, even if it meant waiting. And it often did.

  




  

    I looked enviously at the Kensitas gift coupons saved by Mickey Hudson’s parents from their cigarette packets and stuffed behind the mantelpiece clock in his house. Every so often some new household luxury would arrive, courtesy of Kensitas, and I would wish, ever so slightly, that my parents smoked the right brand.

  




  

    My dad was a Senior Service man, though not in the house. In later life he smoked Castellas, believing that cigars were better for you than cigarettes. I longed to tell him that this was only if you stopped inhaling, but then I think he knew that anyway. He tried a pipe once, but realised in the end that he was smoking more matches than tobacco. Mum didn’t smoke, but would occasionally have a single Peter Stuyvesant at parties. She held the cigarette aloft very elegantly between index and middle finger and drew in the smoke and blew it out all in one breath. She never really liked it; it was more of a fashion statement.

  




  

    Every Friday my father would hand her his wage packet. She took out the housekeeping and put it in assorted tins and jars for the butcher, the grocer and the insurance man. Mr Knight from Pearl Insurance came to collect his dues once a week. Tall, with a moustache and glasses, he doffed his trilby as he came in the front door, then sat in our easy chair and smoked his pipe as he took the money from my mother and filled in the book to show she’d paid.

  




  

    On Friday night my father would be given his pocket money for the week, and my mother would eke out the rest of the contents of his pay packet, baking our own cakes, making clothes for us children and generally doing-it-herself.

  




  

    In the Fifties and Sixties she made all her own dresses, cutting out the material from the remnant shop pinned to paper patterns on the living room floor. She had a lovely full-skirted evening dress made from peach brocade, and another floral number with a skirt shaped like a tulip. There were two-piece woollen ‘costumes’ and dirndl skirts, as well as coats and trousers for my sister and me. Only once do I remember my mother coming downstairs in trousers, taking one look at me and shooting back upstairs to take them off. That was in the Fifties. It would be another five years before she was able to pluck up the courage to wear them every day.

  




  

    My dad did his bit, too. In the years before my electric train set arrived at Christmas there were, in turn, a wooden garage with Dinky toys, a fort with a lifting drawbridge and soldiers, and a zoo with cages that had sliding doors and contained lead animals. Each December the cellar at 34 Nelson Road was declared out of bounds. My sister and I never enquired why; we just accepted it without question. There were no suspicions. Father Christmas was to do with chimneys, not cellars. I remember December as smelling of new paint, the aroma drifting up the cellar steps into the sitting room. Only now do I think of my dad labouring on his woodwork every night when he came home from work.

  




  

    We did things together when I was little. One of the bosses Dad worked for was a Burnley Football Club supporter and we’d sometimes go to Saturday matches at Turf Moor. Dad taught me how to swim, how to ride a bike, and even how to shoot a bow and arrow. He was left-handed and I am right-handed, but I am a left-handed archer. When the need arises.

  




  

    Dad played cricket for Ilkley fire station, where he was a part-time fireman, against other stations up the Dales – Beckwithshaw and Barnoldswick, Skipton and other rural towns and villages – and we’d all turn up and watch. He was a passable batsman, a better bowler. On Armistice Day he would march with the rest of the firemen in the parade behind the Hammond’s Sauce Band to Ilkley’s Cenotaph, and sometimes he’d lay the fire service wreath. I’d nudge my sister and we’d swell with pride. He looked smart in his uniform. When he wasn’t in uniform he sometimes looked like Columbo. A bit crumpled.

  




  

    He loved singing in the church choir, and ringing the bells, playing dominoes at the Legion or the Station Hotel, but, above all else, he loved reading the paper. My father could make a newspaper last for hours. I’ve even watched him read the small ads and the situations vacant. I think the technique was probably born out of necessity. To get a bit of peace and quiet from the wife and two kids.

  




  

    I suppose housekeeping was always a question of priorities. I never had a new bike until I started work, but I always had new shoes twice a year – sandals with white crepe soles at the start of summer, and Clark’s shoes in winter (our feet measured on a strange sort of X-ray machine that you looked into and saw green outlines where your feet had been). But I do remember, at school, wondering if I would ever have a jumper with a label in it. Mine never did; they were always hand-knitted.
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    Unwillingly to School

  




  

    ‘Those who claim that their school days were the happiest days of their lives are to be pitied. Such sentiments are invariably used to camouflage a lack of fulfilment in later life.’

  




  

    Ernest Sanguinetti, The Origins of Turpitude, 1953

  




  

    Although during my school days my mother never went out to work, she clearly thought that a break from her son during the day would give her a bit more time to herself and a chance to catch up. Added to which, my newly born sister would benefit from a bit more individual attention. The result was that I was packed off to nursery school. Now in case you think the story has suddenly shifted up a gear and we had come into some old family legacy, let me explain that the nursery was council run, and it was free. I went there for several days each week from mid-morning to mid-afternoon, probably for less than a year.

  




  

    The things I remember about it are that it occupied a single-storey building at the end of my grandad’s allotment on the banks of the Wharfe, and that we had to have a sleep after lunch – on canvas stretchers laid side by side on the floor. It seemed an odd thing to me. I was always bursting with energy and they would make us lie down and go to sleep. Daft!

  




  

    There was a great deal of painting and wearing sun hats on bright days, and we played a lot. I quite liked it. Apart from the sleeping bit.

  




  

    And then, when I was five, I went to the New County Infants School, down Leeds Road. The playing field at the back of the school abutted on to Dean Street where Grandma Titchmarsh lived, but I don’t remember seeing her during the day at all. She was probably out working at the Bluebird Café, and Auntie Alice would be either cleaning or in bed.

  




  

    I enjoyed my first years at school. They became progressively less enjoyable, but between the ages of five and ten I was reasonably happy. At infant school I remember gentle Mrs Osmond with her white hair teaching sums and encouraging us to read Janet and John. There was robust and energetic Miss Outersides who was very good at sports, the kindly but strict Mrs Lambert, and the fierce headmistress, Miss Howker, short and squat, with iron-grey hair and a leg at each corner.

  




  

    We took meals in the school hall – brand new but unbelievably lofty and with a clock which had coloured numerals. Here I learned to hate rhubarb and custard. Well, school rhubarb and school custard. I quite like it now, but I remember sitting hunched over one unappetising mound of red, green and yellow while my schoolmates played outside and a teacher stayed behind until the last morsel disappeared. It was to no avail. I brought it all up again and she had to mop the floor. I was excused from eating rhubarb for the next three years. ‘No! Don’t make him. He’ll only be sick!’

  




  

    It was at infant school that the first hint of a child’s embarrassment with its parents manifested itself. It was sports day. There was to be a parents’ race. I longed for my mother to enter it and win. She was a good runner and younger than a lot of other mums. She arrived with a scarf wrapped around her mouth and an inability to speak. She also lacked any inclination to run, having been at the dentist’s to have a tooth removed. And so I stood and watched while Mrs Brown, not nearly so good a runner as my mum, won the race and the admiring looks of my fellow pupils. My mum peered silently over the top of her woollen yashmak. She fared little better when my sister was at infants’ school, as Kath’s school diary relates: ‘Mum could not enter the parents’ race because she was in the toilet.’

  




  

    It makes you suspicious, doesn’t it?

  




  

    At eight I moved up a school. Ilkley All Saints Junior School was not simply for those children of a heavenly disposition, it was a church school, Ilkley Parish Church being dedicated to All Saints. It was a Victorian building, one of those classic northern schools made of stone that had been blackened by a century of soot and now usually brightened up with turquoise doors. They don’t fool anybody.

  




  

    If the infants school had gentled me into education, junior school shook me to the core – or rather the teacher of the first class did. Her name was Mrs Richardson. She was a robust woman with short legs and an even shorter fuse. Within moments she could transform herself from a well-spoken, bespectacled educationalist into a fiery ball of venom, spitting out the words ‘You big blockheads!’ and managing, with the deft manipulation of her plump thumb and forefinger, to transform the curl of wispy, silken hair at the back of my neck into an instrument of torture thanks to a simple screwing motion.

  




  

    She had a lot of spit, did Mrs Richardson. Most of it airborne. But she was hard to dislike. You just ended up trying not to upset her for the year you were with her.

  




  

    It was while I was in her class that I added another item of food to my list of hates: school milk. I loved milk at home, but at school it came in bottles that carried one-third of a pint, and it seemed sort of off-white. Even the cream was grey. When the weather was cold it was not too bad, but when the weather was icy they would stand the bottles on the low, fat school radiators to thaw and then it tasted sour. And anyway, Avril Thwaites once sat next to the milk on the radiator and accidentally did a wee and I never felt the same about it again. Mrs Thatcher may have been branded ‘milk snatcher’ by a nation of parents when she was Minister of Education, but millions of schoolchildren had reason to be grateful to her.

  




  

    Then came my favourite teacher of all time. Mr Rhodes. Harry Rhodes was well spoken and jolly. It seemed that he was always smiling, always enthusiastic and always – most importantly – encouraging. Where other teachers would be of the ‘sit down and shut up’ school of education, Harry Rhodes was the ‘get up and show me’ type. If you showed the slightest aptitude for anything, he fanned the flame. It’s down to him, as much as anyone, that I became a gardener.

  




  

    Mr Rhodes – six feet, with a Roman nose on which perched a pair of rimless glasses – was a keen gardener. Cacti were his speciality. He would bring them, in tiny pots, to the school bring-and-buy sale or the church bazaar, selling them for sixpence apiece. Always he would give you a few handy hints on their cultivation: ‘Not too much water, drier in winter than in summer. Try it on a windowsill, Alan; it likes good light.’

  




  

    He was the only teacher who occasionally called boys by their Christian names. With the rest it was always surnames for the boys and Christian names for the girls. It was not a problem. We accepted it. But Harry Rhodes marked himself out as being all the more human because of his friendliness.

  




  

    Not that he was a pushover. Oh, no. He could maintain discipline with practised ease, and could achieve silence by the raising of an eyebrow both at Sunday school, where I went on Sunday afternoons when I was little, and at school. It was he who was in charge of the music at morning assembly, held in one of the central classrooms, made larger by the folding back of heavy sliding doors. He would stand to one side of a large and ancient gramophone in a white-painted cabinet with a raised lid, and with almost military precision lift the needle into the groove with a sideways movement of his arm without ever seeming to look down. It was as smart a manoeuvre as shouldering arms in a military tattoo, and it heralded the arrival of Miss Hickinson, a tall, grey-haired lady with a regal bearing and a mouth that went down at the corners.

  




  

    Miss Hickinson would make her entrance to a slow movement from Handel’s Water Music, or to ‘Greensleeves’ or, if Mr Rhodes was feeling a little brave, to The Arrival of the Queen of Sheba, at which she would look at him accusingly over the top of her glasses.

  




  

    We would sing a hymn, and then Mr Rhodes would say – and I can hear him still – ‘Hands together . . . and eyes closed,’ and we would pray, before listening to Miss Hickinson’s message of the day and singing another hymn.

  




  

    I remember her, once, picking us up on the pronunciation of the word ‘peculiar’ in a line that ran, ‘peculiar blessings to our King’. A hundred northern voices kept ringing out ‘pick-yu-lee-er’ until she gave up and swept out again to the strains of Handel while Mr Rhodes kept his inscrutable face fixed firmly on the wall ahead.

  




  

    But she had a kindly side. Aged eight I fell over in the school playground – an everyday occurrence and not particularly spectacular. I was running and someone put their leg out. I tripped over it and crashed to the ground, sat up, cried and announced that I’d broken my left leg. ‘Nonsense,’ said a grown-up voice. But they took me to hospital, X-rayed the offending limb and discovered that I was right. My left leg was plastered up and I was sent home.

  




  

    Within a day or two a large envelope arrived, containing crayons, colouring books and a simple book of sums. It was from Miss Hickinson. Her letter said: ‘Dear Alan, Here is a lucky packet for you . . . Don’t try to do too much in one day . . . We look forward to seeing you soon. Yours sincerely, E. Hickinson.’

  




  

    I felt very special. And I still have the letter. Somewhere.

  




  

    It was when the plaster came off that I discovered a new emotion. That of grief. I remember gazing down at the weak and withered limb that was my left leg, its dry and scaly surface sporting wisps of cotton wool, and looking upwards to see my mother weeping. While I had been at the hospital having my plaster painfully removed with an enormous pair of clippers, Grandma Hardisty, who had been in another hospital, had died. I remember crying for my grandmother, and crying for my mother. I had never seen her weeping before. Tears yes, but sobs, no.

  




  

    During my grandma’s stay in hospital they had, unbeknown to her, admitted my grandfather who had also become ill. An ulcer, they said. I was taken to see him. He had a brown rubber tube coming out of his nose. I remember thinking how poorly he looked. He died within a few days of my grandmother. Mum said that Grandma had called for him, and that Grandad had never let her down.

  




  

    Looking back at my mum’s parents, whom I knew for only eight years, I realise now how much Kitty and Herbert Hardisty taught me about love. Not effusively; just indirectly, by example. They were quite ordinary or they certainly seemed so. My grandad would go to the British Legion for a drink with my dad, and they’d play dominoes. Grandad worked at the Liberal Club in his retirement, cleaning and serving behind the bar, with a robust couple called Mr and Mrs Boyle, whom I remember smoking a lot. And in the house he would, more often than not, be sitting smoking his pipe full of Condor in his big armchair, pulled up by the fire that glowed in the massive kitchen range, shiny black with steel handles. Grandma would occasionally snap at him, ‘Move your feet, Herbert,’ or tut at him for slurping his tea out of the saucer while she buttered the teacakes, but there was always a magic between them. I can recognise it now.

  




  

    I have a black-and-white photograph of them taken on a day trip to Hornsea on the Yorkshire coast not long before they died – Grandad in his flat cap and suit, a coat folded over his arm, and Grandma, wearing a strange felt hat, the bandages showing under her stockings, her arm linked through that of my grandad. There’s a tired, almost haunted look about them, as though they are on the brink of a journey into the unknown. I suppose they were.

  




  

    Even now, when people talk of grandmas and grandads, I feel nothing but a warm glow of remembrance. I can still hear my grandfather singing ‘My Old Dutch’ to my grandmother; still see her looking away so that no one would notice the tear rolling down her wrinkled cheek.
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    Bells and Smells

  




  

    ‘If music be the food of love I must improve my diet.’

  




  

    Eleanor Weill, Earthly Passions, 1928

  




  

    I passed through Mr Rhodes’s class and moved on to Mrs Rishworth. Tricky Mrs Rishworth. She taught us how to do joined-up writing. Hour after hour we would copy letters off the blackboard until all our calligraphy matched her plump, round hand. Then we spent the rest of our lives trying to give it a character of our own. Mrs Rishworth was in charge of our musical appreciation, too. Not that it included anything special. The only instruments we had were ones that you could hit – triangles, tambourines, bells, drums and castanets which were called, at this early stage in our musical development, ‘clappers’. Perhaps ‘castanets’ was too complicated and foreign-sounding a name, or maybe we’d have trouble reproducing it in joined-up writing.

  




  

    There were also cymbals – my favourite. I loved playing the cymbals, until one day when my aim faltered and I succeeded in slicing off part of my left thumb. I still have the scar.

  




  

    But the cymbals were eclipsed by one other musical activity – conducting. Armed with a short wooden stick which Mrs Rishworth had borrowed from a ball-bearing bagatelle, we were allowed to take it in turns at beating time. I loved it, but put in rather too much expression for Mrs Rishworth’s liking. She preferred one of the girls’ more restrained styles, rather than mine which was based on Sir Malcolm Sargent at the Last Night of the Proms. I could not understand why she rated this ploddy girl, who simply drew a triangular shape in the air, better than me, with my sweeps and twirls. But she did, and I was relegated to a triangle in this clearly pedestrian percussion orchestra.

  




  

    The only time I ever saw Mrs Rishworth in awe of anyone was when she was in the presence of the man who was the Sir Malcolm Sargent of Wharfedale – Charles Bainbridge. He was tall with chiselled features and Brylcreemed hair, and he dressed every day, I was sure, in the white tie and tails in which I saw him conduct. He waved the baton – a proper white one with a cork handle – at the Wharfedale Music Festival, held in the King’s Hall at Ilkley, and at concerts throughout the West Riding. We were scheduled, along with other local schools, to take part in a concert at Otley Mechanics Institute, a building which made the King’s Hall look like the Royal Albert Hall. Among the songs we were to perform was ‘Westering Home’:

  




  

    

      Westering home and a song in the air,

    




    

      Light in the eye and it’s goodbye to care,

    




    

      Laughter o’ love and a welcoming there,

    




    

      Isle of my heart, my own one.

    


  




  

    There was, at one point, a reference to ‘Islay’, and in the final rehearsal at the Institute, Mrs Rishworth, having been unsure of how the locals of the Western Isles would pronounce the name of the home to which they were westering, put up her hand.

  




  

    Charles Bainbridge lowered his baton and looked sternly over the top of his half-moon spectacles.

  




  

    ‘Mrs Rishworth?’

  




  

    I had never seen simpering before. It was not too over the top, but it was simpering nevertheless. ‘Mr Bainbridge,’ and a girly giggle, ‘do you think you could tell my class whether to pronounce it “Eye-la” or “Iz-la”?’

  




  

    He paused. ‘Yes. Eye-la.’ No expression. He turned, he took up the baton and we westered on home. I never saw Mrs Rishworth simper again, and I also noticed that Charles Bainbridge’s conducting was very similar to my own.

  




  

    I did succeed with one instrument. The voice. I inherited a quite passable treble. My father had sung since his childhood, even making it as far as a choir festival at the Royal Albert Hall, and I found that my own voice was capable of getting me through an audition into the church choir – head-boy eventually – on account of seniority as much as vocal dexterity. But I wasn’t bad. I even managed the first, solo verse of ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ from the back of the church for a few Christmases.

  




  

    Choir practices were taken by Mr Atkinson, a lovely old man with bandy legs and a gold watch chain in the waistcoat of his grey suit. Every week I would cast covetous eyes over his two-tone grey Rover 90. As our treble voices trilled and soared he would bravely warn ‘Don’t force it!’, but he was hopeless at keeping control and the cry of ‘Boys, boys!’ would echo up into the rafters of the church on Mondays, which were ‘boys only’ rehearsals, the men joining us on Thursdays. Then things were more disciplined and my dad and my uncle George Pennock (uncle on account of him being my godfather) would help to keep order, along with a local garage owner, Harry Chambers, who had a high tenor voice and a quick temper, slapping the back of the head of any boy who misbehaved within an arm’s length. We weren’t riotous, just spirited. Especially on Mondays when ‘Acky’ couldn’t keep control.

  




  

    After practice we’d sneak out across the churchyard to a tomb with a ‘V’-shaped lid, a bit like the roof of a house. A cross was embossed on its green and mossy lid and it was known as the ‘Devil’s Grave’. I suppose every churchyard has one. It was probably the final resting place of some well-to-do harmless spinster, but to us it was far more scary. New boys would be given their initiation rites pinned down on the Devil’s Grave. What were these unpleasant customs? They were tickled until they couldn’t stand any more. Tough, eh?

  




  

    And then there were the conkers. The churchyard was surrounded by chestnut trees, and autumn saw us throwing fat sticks up into them to send the shiny brown fruit raining down into our waiting hands and on to our heads, along with the occasional stick.

  




  

    There were special, secret conker treatments to make them hard. My own forty-sixer was soaked in vinegar and dried in the oven. It eventually succumbed to the church choir tearaway’s conker which wasn’t a conker at all, but a steel nut, relieved of its bolt and tied to the end of a piece of string. By sleight of hand he would deftly swap a rather pathetic-looking conker on the other end of the string for the steel substitute and the last I saw of my forty-sixer was a few ivory-coloured fragments soaring over the graveyard.

  




  

    He was mad, this red-haired lad, but we were all secretly in awe of him. He was the first of us to have ‘cow-horn’ handlebars on his bike and he could give vent to a belch that could be heard three streets away. He could even belch tunes. He had a sort of henchman who tried to keep up with him, and failed, but then he was a hard act to follow.

  




  

    He used to fasten the biggest threepenny bangers to the back forks of his bike on Bonfire night and then light them and proceed to cycle off down the street. When the bangers went off they lifted his back wheels clean off the ground. He’s still alive. They tell me he’s settled down. Shame, really. I wonder if he can still belch?

  




  

    With choir practice on Monday and Thursday evenings and Matins and Evensong on Sundays, I seemed to spend quite a lot of time in church. Sermons were usually around twenty minutes, except in the reign of one Welsh curate who rejoiced under the name of Llewellyn Rees Howell. I liked Mr Howell, but his sermons were always at least thirty-five minutes long. You could read at least two War Picture Library books in that time, and get through two bits of PK chewing gum, the remainder of which was stuck under the pew for later. Much of it is still there.

  




  




  

    Church, like most other undertakings in Yorkshire, was not some outspoken commitment of faith, it was just what we did – instinctive, natural – Dad in the back row of the choir and me in the front. Mum ran the Brownies and my sister was a Gnome. In Brownies, that is.

  




  

    Because of this the church has always been a part of my life, not unthinkingly or unquestioningly, but certainly naturally, and sometimes more frequently than others. Having spent the best part of ten years in a purple cassock and white surplice, it came as a relief to have a break from it when I first left home. I wondered if I would bother going back. But it was only a half-hearted wonder, perhaps born of laziness, the prospect of having a lie-in on a Sunday morning. I still go to church on an irregular basis, sometimes to the little corrugated ‘tin tabernacle’ in our village, sometimes to the abbey up the road where a dozen Anglican Benedictine monks welcome the locals to partake of their morning mass, and sometimes to Winchester Cathedral where I can enjoy the singing of a fine choir. I suppose I’m a sort of C of E tart, putting myself about a bit. I go into churches and cathedrals when I’m away from home, seldom for a service, but mostly for a quick prayer. ‘To send one up.’ To light a candle for my dad.

  




  

    Many churches have a majesty and a peace born of ages of worship and it is easy to feel at peace inside them, even if you only sit there for a few minutes and breathe deeply. Sometimes feeling is enough. It is not always necessary to express or articulate beliefs, and an ability to do so does not necessarily make for a greater depth of faith. I find the evangelical approach to Christianity too hearty for my liking, a bit embarrassing. I’m still uneasy with ‘the peace’ in the modern service, knowing that the person next to me is bound to turn the other way just as I’m offering my hand. But then I’ve always been a ‘quiet churchman’, if you see what I mean.

  




  

    And I’ve always enjoyed the language of the Book of Common Prayer. I grew up with it. Familiarity in worship counts for a lot. And language. It is not necessary to understand every nuance of every word to be spiritually uplifted by the sound of the words themselves. Matins in Winchester Cathedral is especially comforting – the Venite, the Te Deum, the Magnificat – wonderful, wonderful words which, I suppose, evoke the security and comfort of childhood.

  




  

    Anyway, that’s my bit on religion, in a nutshell. It’s a belief. A faith. Simple as that. I don’t like going on about it, and in spite of the fact that I presented Songs of Praise on BBC1 for five years or so I don’t like using my faith as some kind of banner. It’s not that I’m ashamed of it; it’s just that I’ve always believed it to be a personal journey rather than a corporate advertisement. And it is a journey, sometimes with a very distant destination. Sometimes I get lost. Or it’s a bit foggy. I have bad patches, times when I can’t seem to get through. I once heard a nun describe her difficulty in praying as ‘firing blanks’, and there are times when it does feel like that. I have spells of not going to church, then I pick up again. I pray some nights and not others – silently – but the deep, underlying belief is always there, if sometimes obscured by other things in life. I pray for my children, my family and my friends, always in the same order. A sort of personal litany.

  




  

    If you were to put me on the spot and ask me what I really believed in, then the answer is a simple one. It is not an old man with a big white beard, though I seem to see Him and talk to Him now and then. It is not necessarily an unshakeable belief in every last word of the scriptures or all those conundrums that mightier intellects than mine struggle with. It is a belief, pure and simple, in goodness. And love. And thoughtfulness. Lord Hailsham summed it up for me in his memoirs, A Sparrow’s Flight, when he said, ‘Despite all the destruction and malevolence in the world, I do not believe in a malevolent deity. I do not believe in an irrational universe. I believe in goodness, truthfulness, loving kindness, beauty, generosity, loyalty. They all exist and are qualities which demand just as much explanation as malevolence, mendaciousness, cruelty, ugliness, meanness and treachery.’

  




  

    That’ll do.
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    The Call of Nature

  




  

    ‘When you hear her call you, follow.

  




  

    No good ever came of fighting nature.’

  




  

    J.D. Fane, The Simple Life, 1923

  




  

    I blame it all on my mother. If she hadn’t whisked us out of the house for a walk almost every day then I’d never have noticed nature. As it was, I grew up with an insatiable curiosity about anything that crawled, flew, swam or grew. I don’t remember the moment it started; it has always been there.

  




  

    Those early days by the river, on the moors and in the woods fostered an interest in natural history in all its forms, and I can’t quite say why plants and gardening were my chosen direction, rather than veterinary science. No; that’s not true. I can. I was not academically bright enough at school. I’m not being modest, just realistic. I suppose I’m brighter now, but I was your classic late developer. My brain seemed fuddled at school, filled with fog. There was plenty of enthusiasm there – always has been – but not much in the way of intellectual back-up.

  




  

    And I did like plants, and my dad always said I was a sucker for a lame duck. Perhaps I thought, even then, that plants needed my help more than animals who had quite enough champions.

  




  

    At the age of ten there were two television programmes in particular that fanned my interest in nature: one was Peter Scott’s Look, and the other was a children’s programme called Out of Doors. I was given the Out of Doors book one Christmas. I still have it. One of its features was about building a vivarium, a small tank filled with rocks and mosses and bits of twig, as well as a small pool of water, in which you could observe frogs and newts.

  




  

    One of my greatest bits of good luck as a kid was having a dad who was good with his hands. Dad made me a vivarium, wooden framed with a glass front and sliding glass lid. I filled the inside with bits of moss from the wood, a glass bowl to act as a pool, and assorted gnarled branches and twigs. I never had the good fortune to find a newt, but a small frog, Gladys, seemed blissfully happy there.

  




  

    I went on nature walks, at first with Mum and Kath, and later alone. Just looking. When I finally went to Kew the same sort of thing was encouraged, though then it was known as botanising.

  




  

    Before long I realised that the books I had – including the Observer’s Book of Pond Life, the three Ladybird bird books and W. Percival Westell’s red and gilt-covered British Birds, given to me by Mrs Cunnington (‘Cookie’), our next-door neighbour – were not answering all my questions, so I joined the Ilkley-based Wharfedale Naturalists’ Society.

  




  

    It was mindblowing. We had visits to Farnley reservoir near Otley to see great crested grebes and waders. We watched moorland birds such as grouse and curlews, and there were evening lectures in the winter where experts brought along ‘lantern slides’ and, if you were lucky, real, live specimens.

  




  

    Walter Flesher was our most famous local naturalist. He had only one arm, but I remember him being completely carried away when he talked, and gesticulating wildly with the one that remained. He was an excellent radio broadcaster, too, with tremendous powers of description.

  




  

    And then, one evening, we had as our speaker George Cansdale. In the 1950s and 60s, when BBC children’s television featured an ‘animal expert’ it was usually George Cansdale. He was a tall, well-built, well-spoken man with short grey hair, a grey suit and a grey moustache. It seemed strange to me that someone who was so much a man of nature should look exactly like a bank manager. But I forgot all that when, towards the end of his talk, he asked if some of the younger members of the audience would like to come to the front of the Congregational Church Hall and see what he had brought.

  




  

    We duly obliged. He took three small brown sacks from his suitcase and pulled out three snakes, draping them around our necks. I can remember the thrill of it even now. I don’t think I had seen a snake so close-to, and I’d certainly never handled one. It was dry and warm, not at all slimy. You could feel its scales, feel its muscle power. I was entranced. I hardly wanted to give it back. But I did, and George Cansdale popped it back into its sack and back into the suitcase.

  




  

    I suppose that evening was my first real encounter with ‘celebrity’, or with someone I regarded as a celebrity. A few weeks later, when I saw George on television, still in the grey suit, I turned around boastfully to my sister and said, ‘I’ve met him.’

  




  

    What would be great, I thought, would be to have a sort of wildlife sanctuary in our back garden. I drew diagrams of rows of hutches peopled by different breeds of rabbit and guinea pig. My sister and I had two rabbits – Lulu and Wilmer – and I reasoned that adding to them would not be too difficult, if I had a shed with these rows of hutches inside. But sheds cost money. So I built a greenhouse.

  




  

    It was a simple structure, three feet wide, six feet long and five feet high. Inside it I grew half a dozen geraniums, a couple of spider plants and a false castor oil palm. Oh, and I had two mice in a cage, just to keep the animal dream going. One morning I rolled back the polythene door, only to discover that a cat had got in during the night and frightened the two mice to death. Thinking about it, this is probably the one event that influenced my decision to be a gardener rather than a vet – plants clearly had much stronger constitutions.

  




  

    I began with a small piece of garden just outside the greenhouse. I sowed a patch of carefully raked earth with mesembryanthemum seeds. But I forgot to tell my dad. They grew up with a perfect footprint shape in the centre where Dad had trodden just after the seeds had begun to germinate.

  




  

    I sowed alyssum and was surprised when the plants that grew were only three or four inches high. In the picture on the packet they had looked to me as big as the hydrangea that grew in the corner of the garden. Or the ‘Lone Ranger’ as we called it.

  




  

    My mum was the gardener at home and it was she who encouraged me. And discouraged my sister and me from damaging what was already there. ‘Mind the Lone Ranger!’ was her frequent cry as Kath and I careered around the garden on our bikes.

  




  

    But my gardening activities were not confined to our own back garden. Mickey Hudson, who lived opposite, had a larger patch of ground than we did, and his dad was a greengrocer so he got free wooden tomato trays for sowing his seeds in. Now we were both regular lads – football in the street and cricket against the bus-garage wall at the bottom of the road – but we really took to gardening. None of the other kids bothered to join in, but neither did they try to dissuade us. They just shrugged and left us to it. It was what we did, and never once did they criticise our efforts. We grew marigolds and clarkias, godetias and alyssum – hardy annuals in the main – and produced quite a decent show with them. I had already decided – aged about ten – that I was going to be a gardener. Mickey had a better idea. He said he was going to be a postman. Postmen got up early, but they were finished by lunchtime and he could then garden for the rest of the day.

  




  

    He ended up working in a bank. But then earlier this year I bumped into his sister Janet on The Grove. ‘How’s Mickey?’ I asked.

  




  

    ‘Oh, he’s fine.’

  




  

    ‘What’s he doing nowadays? Still in the bank?’

  




  

    ‘No,’ she said. ‘He’s a postman.’

  




  

    It’s good to know that he fulfilled his ambition, even if it was late in life. I completely forgot to ask her if he still liked gardening.

  




  

    Every Saturday morning Mickey and I would exchange views on the previous night’s television viewing: Gardening Club, with Percy Thrower or, as we used to call him, Percy Chucker.

  




  

    ‘Percy said . . .’ would begin our conversation. Or there would be some covetous remark about a particular plant. ‘Wish we ’ad one o’ them.’

  




  

    There was little chance of us ending up with anything exotic. The local nurseries were small and basic. Garden centres did not come into being until a good five or ten years later, and anyway we didn’t have that kind of money, so our range of plants would be strictly limited to what the packets of Mr Cuthberts or Bees Seeds from Woolworths could produce for us.

  




  

    Every year in the King’s Hall there would be the Trades Fair, when all the local shopkeepers and tradesmen, from florists to cabinetmakers, would show off their wares for a week. Mr Oliver was the local florist, and his stand was an Aladdin’s cave of dried flowers, massive arrangements of foliage and rubber plants. How I wanted a rubber plant! It was my first Latin name – Ficus elastica. It had to be a rubber plant with a name like that. But it cost five bob. That’s 25p. No chance. I looked, and I drooled. Every year.

  




  

    Pocket money was a shilling. You could buy two or three packets of seeds for that. But I do remember being jealous of a lad who had three shillings’ pocket money a week and used it, quite extravagantly I reckoned, to buy a small, red plastic propagator with the seeds already sown in the vermiculite it contained.

  




  

    What was wrong with a biscuit tin and a sheet of glass? Better to spend your money on decent seeds rather than on one small gadget. But I did envy him that red propagator. And it didn’t last. He was into stamps by the following week.
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    A Bit of a Nerve

  




  

    ‘They say that knowledge is power. But knowledge is power only when given away; then it empowers. Knowledge retained is knowledge squandered.’

  




  

    Professor A.T. Sparks, Cultural Evolution, 1948

  




  

    I can remember the conversation quite vividly. ‘So are you really going to be a gardener?’ asked Mickey. ‘There’s no money in it.’ (The banker in him was coming out, though he probably didn’t recognise it.)

  




  

    ‘Yep. I wouldn’t mind being Percy Chucker.’

  




  

    ‘Fat chance. Do you know ’ow many people there are in Britain?’

  




  

    ‘Nope.’

  




  

    ‘Fifty million. And there’s only one Percy Chucker. What chance ’ave you got?’

  




  

    ‘Not much, I suppose.’

  




  

    ‘So why don’t you be a postman like me?’

  




  

    I didn’t answer. Was it really impossible for me to do what I wanted for a living rather than simply settling on gardening as a hobby? I wanted to be in a garden all the time. And Percy Thrower? Oh, I knew I hadn’t a cat-in-hell’s chance of getting his job. But I could watch him on the box and dream about what it would be like. Like all children I was entranced by the glamour of telly, but stronger than that was the love I had for gardening, and a need to share that passion and not just keep it to myself. That’s what Percy did. I wanted to do it, too.

  




  

    I wanted to feel special – all children do – but I never set out to be famous or even considered the implications of fame. I came from a small Yorkshire town. Telly was something that happened in London – or America – a million miles away. I was a realist. Oh, a dreamer, yes, always – I still am – but always with at least one foot firmly on the ground, or in most cases in it. My mum and dad brought Kath and me up to believe that life owed us nothing, but that if we were lucky and worked hard we might get a chance to do something special. Some people never get that chance, but there are others who get it and just don’t notice it. They’re too busy looking the other way.

  




  

    Sir Dirk Bogarde had a neat way of putting it. He said that many people are too single-minded. They go through life with one burning ambition, their sights set on some distant goal – a sort of door at the end of a corridor. They don’t notice the other doors down the side of the corridor that are wide open, often with unexpected opportunities beckoning them in. Determinedly they march on to that final door, and when they get there it is bolted. However hard they hammer, it will not yield. But if only they had taken a diversion through one of the side doors, they might have discovered that it led to the same destination. It’s a persuasive sort of argument.

  




  

    I suppose that’s what happened to me. I took a few side doors along the way – Pebble Mill, Songs of Praise – because the prospect looked interesting. And I had a bit of luck, too. I had the good fortune to meet one or two people who could see what I was good at, sometimes when I couldn’t see it myself.

  




  

    The trouble is I have never been blessed with much in the way of self-confidence. I still wait to be rumbled; still wait for the voice saying, ‘Come away! That’ll do!’ But over the years I suppose I’ve found that two good substitutes for confidence are punctuality and reliability. If you turn up on time and do a decent job you don’t let people down and they might employ you again.

  




  

    There are pitfalls, of course. You’ve got to maintain your own standards, which might sometimes make you a bit exacting, but that’s only to be expected. It’s when you start being tricky to prove that you’re the boss that things begin to go wrong. Life can throw up its own problems without bringing in those of your own invention, and bitterness, if allowed to grow, eats away at you from the inside until you’re left with a hollow shell. Better by far to smile sweetly, go home and rant to her indoors. That way you get it off your chest and nobody’s any the wiser.

  




  

    It’s not a saintly approach, just a practical one. I’ve worked with people who have astounded me with their generosity, and I’ve worked with mean buggers, too. I realised very early on which of these two groups of folk lasted longest and found it easier to live with themselves, and which ones turned into miserable old sods.

  




  

    And anyway, success is a journey, not a destination. My accountant told me that.
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    Moving on Up

  




  

    ‘There comes a point in every child’s life when he suddenly realizes that life is a conspiracy. A conspiracy, moreover, that everyone else is in on except him.’

  




  

    Dr James Teal, First Principles of Growth, 1953

  




  

    The eleven plus baffled me. It seemed to be couched in some sort of code. I don’t think that from the moment I picked up the paper I expected to pass. My memory is of a classroom of boys and girls silently hunched over individual, ink-stained desks, and of a loudly ticking clock. John Brown, the boy who was really good at knitting, seemed to be beavering away. I tried to make a stab at things but clearly it was futile. It came as no surprise when I failed. John Brown passed.

  




  

    Did I feel a failure? Yes, I did. But then I think it confirmed my suspicions that there were those in life who had brains that could cope with arithmetic and verbs and dates and facts, and there were others who had different sorts of brains. I was one of them. But I did feel things. It didn’t seem to matter. Not in exams, anyway.

  




  

    My final teacher at All Saints Junior was Mr Swann. He was a good sort, thorough and robust in his delivery and ace at reading poetry and stories. I remember him reading Rider Haggard’s Alan Quartermain and leaving us late each afternoon with a cliffhanger to make us eager to take up the story the following day. But I did think that Umslopogas was a strange name for a native. Affirmation of Mr Swann’s brightness came when he stood as a candidate in the General Election. I remember being hugely impressed seeing him pictured on his handbill with Hugh Gaitskell. Not that I was in any way knowledgeable about politics, or interested in them, it’s just that I’d seen pictures of Gaitskell on the television news. Mr Swann was clearly a clever man.

  




  

    It was a pretty unremarkable scholastic career so far. No prizes to speak of, except one for a pressed wild flower collection – each dried and withered bloom fastened into a scrapbook of rough grey paper with stamp hinges. Spidery writing with my first fountain pen annotates things like ‘Evergreen alkanet’ and ‘Jack-by-the-hedge’, and tissue paper that would have been wrapped around our daily loaf of bread is interleaved to stop the pages from sticking together.

  




  

    I bought the Observer’s Book of Wild Animals with the book token that was my prize, and had it autographed by the great and the good who came to talk to the Wharfedale Naturalists’ Society.

  




  

    The nerves began to build during the summer holidays. I sat on large boulders by the river, while the amber water swirled around me, and wondered what a new school would be like. Ilkley County Secondary School. Why county? Ilkley was a town. I didn’t care much. Tried to put it out of my mind.

  




  

    At the end of August my mother took me to the Co-op for my first school uniform. Mr Hay came out from the back of his shop, through the swinging door fitted with a mirror, finishing off his lunchtime sandwich. He was tall and thin, balding and pale, probably on account of never being allowed to finish his lunch. He was despatched through the door once more by my mother, and returned carrying a navy blue blazer with a badge on the breast pocket, grey shorts, grey shirt and navy blue tie with a diagonal mid-blue stripe. And a cap. Scary.

  




  

    I would need something to carry my books in. Leather briefcases and satchels were too expensive. We settled, instead, on a small cardboard suitcase that was coloured mid-brown, as if to simulate cowhide. Over the next year it revealed its true colours of grey, as the outer coating was bumped off on my bike, and washed off by rain. The leather briefcase was, in the end, the only way forward, and the soggy cardboard was consigned to the dustbin.

  




  

    The new building of Ilkley County Secondary School was due to be finished after Christmas, so our autumn term, as first-formers, would be in a large stone-built house at the top of Oakburn Road. It’s name was ‘One Oak’, and it gave me my first taste of school proper. School that meant business. School that was work, not fun.

  




  

    So what sort of lad was this Alan Titchmarsh, aged eleven? Small of stature, and skinny. Crooked teeth (no change there). A bit silly. Boundlessly enthusiastic about anything to do with nature, and art, and completely clueless about anything to do with numbers.

  




  

    And art? Where did that suddenly come from? Oh, it had been there all the time. I liked painting, though was not especially good at it. And I liked the theatre – not that we went a lot, except to the pantomime at the Bradford Alhambra or the Leeds Grand. I had a small part in the ‘Pace Egg’ play at Junior School, the Easter one about St George and the Dragon. I played Little Devil Doubt, clad in yellow tights, a green tunic and a yellow hat with horns poking through it:

  




  

    

      Here am I, Little Devil Doubt,

    




    

      If you don’t give me money, I’ll sweep you all out;

    




    

      Money I want, and money I crave,

    




    

      If you don’t give me money, I’ll send you all to the grave.

    


  




  

    And I then proceeded, with my mother’s dustpan and brush, to sweep up the coppers that were flung by appreciative parents on to the school playground. It was not a large part, which is probably why I can still remember it, but it must have sown the performing seed: I got a laugh. I rather liked that.

  




  

    I liked the company of girls, though as yet had little experience of them. I liked the company of boys, but being small and enthusiastic I was painfully aware of the fact that I was prime bullying material. And I liked my own company. In my attic bedroom of an evening and at weekends I would make models of theatres and television studios, with miniature cameras cut from balsa wood. Why? Just because it fascinated me, not because I longed to be on television. I loved making small and miniature worlds into which I could disappear. With a strange irony, those studios and stages eventually became the means by which my world would be enlarged, replacing my privacy and solitude with national recognition. Funny twist, really.

  




  

    I made miniature gardens, too, with tiny borders, a pool and a greenhouse from something called ‘Floral’, which was a sort of gardening equivalent of the Airfix kits out of which most normal lads made aircraft and ships. Oh, I made them, too, but I was too impatient to read the instructions first, and so there were always a few bits left over at the end.

  




  

    And I was, in spite of being something of a loner, a chatterbox in company. ‘Vaccinated with a gramophone needle,’ my dad called it. But when you’re passionate about something, it’s hard to be quiet. It was this that led to my downfall at ‘One Oak’.

  




  

    It was a grey and drizzly day. Showery. But we were sent out to ‘play’, nevertheless. And when you were out you stayed out. The school porch was out of bounds. And then it bucketed down, and I was so deep in conversation with one lad that we ran, unthinkingly, into the porch for shelter. The next sensation was one of flight. We were both elevated by our collars by Mr Melville, a tall, athletic guy who taught English and games. The girls all fancied him to death. The boys all thought he fancied himself.

  




  

    ‘What are you doing, Titchmarsh, Bradley?’

  




  

    ‘Talking, sir.’

  




  

    ‘No change there, then.’

  




  

    ‘We were just sheltering, sir. It was raining.’

  




  

    He looked out of the window. ‘It’s not raining now.’

  




  

    ‘No, but it was, sir.’

  




  

    ‘The porch is out of bounds.’

  




  

    I don’t think we saw it coming. I think we just thought we were in for a telling off.

  




  

    ‘Hold your hands out.’

  




  

    There was a moment, just a fleeting moment, when I wondered if he was going to give us a sweet. And then I saw the cane. Long. Sinewy. New.

  




  

    Our hands were out in front of us, held there by a kind of horrorstruck paralysis. I heard the swish, and I saw Mr Melville lower the cane before I felt any pain at all. And then it came, stinging, penetrating, biting through to the bone in its agony. The tears sprang uncontrollably to my eyes and my fingers curled inwards.

  




  

    ‘Again!’ he instructed.

  




  

    It was hard to straighten your fingers when you knew what was going to happen. Two thwacks later we were ejected into the playground with hands wedged firmly into our armpits, trying to look like brave victors in some kind of battle of wills, but feeling stupid. And hurt. God, it hurt. A deep, searing, throbbing pain through palms and knuckles. Writing, for the rest of the day, was an uncomfortable process.

  




  

    The only sensation remotely close to it came a few years later in the Parks Department nursery while I was emptying flowerpots of their compost on a dark, icy, winter afternoon, when my hands, so chilled with cold, began to throb in that same, bone-numbing agony. For now it was enough to try to wipe away the tears with a sleeve, and hope your mates didn’t notice. Stephen Bradley said nothing. And neither did I.

  




  

    I didn’t tell them about it when I got home. I might have got another clout for getting into trouble.

  




  

    There were two sorts of parents, it seemed to me: those whose kids could do no wrong – who would be around at the school complaining that little Johnny had been chastised when he was really a little angel – and those who, if you were punished at school, would punish you again when you got home for getting into bother. There didn’t seem to be a middle ground.

  




  

    My parents were of the latter school. They weren’t strict in Victorian terms, but they expected good manners and good behaviour. Just because we hadn’t much money didn’t mean that we didn’t know how to hold a knife and fork properly. We were expected to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ and not answer back. It was hard sometimes.

  




  

    ‘There’s nowt wrong wi’ good manners,’ would be the explanation. As a result, I can only walk on the outside of the pavement when accompanying a female down the street, and the deft move of passing behind her to swap sides when we cross over the road has resulted in more than one friend looking around to find out where I’ve gone. Heigh-ho.

  




  

    When physical punishment did come at home (and it wasn’t often), the instrument of application would be a whalebone hairbrush. It sounds barbaric now, but it was a swift slap to the backside, not the hands, and I can honestly remember it happening on no more than two or three occasions. God! How we used to run up the stairs in front of whichever parent was brandishing that brush! I don’t think it has tarnished my life. We don’t have a whalebone hairbrush now, but I’ve probably exercised the laying on of hands about the same number of times with my own kids. I never enjoyed it, and I always seemed to end up apologising half an hour later in a flurry of hugs and tears.

  




  

    At ‘One Oak’ we were introduced to cross-country running over the moors. I liked that. I was nimble of foot and fairly good over long distances, being wiry. And I enjoyed the scenery. I was less good at sprinting. Sports days were never much of a chance for Titchmarsh to shine; not a natural competitor. Or sportsman. Even today, when I can occasionally be persuaded to play cricket for the Lord’s Taverners, my wife coaches me in bowling and batting a week in advance. It’s a heavy cross for a man to bear, having a wife who once had a trial for the Surrey County Ladies Cricket Team. Still, Sir Colin Cowdrey was once caught out off my bowling in a Lord’s Taverners match. I wish my dad had been around to see it.

  




  

    But back to school. We did art, properly, rather than daubing, with Miss Gill. Ah, Miss Gill. Shirley Joy Gill. The first teacher who ever aroused any kind of . . . well . . . you know . . . feeling in me. She was in her twenties, tall and elegant, wrote very artistically with a fountain pen containing red ink, and would bend over her desk just a little too low in a crisp white blouse that was perfectly respectable when she stood upright. When she bent down, concentration became more difficult. It was not at all sordid; just, well, rather lovely.

  




  

    She used to play badminton with another teacher, round and jolly Miss Williams, and it was rather a comical sight – the long and the short of it.

  




  

    Miss Gill took us for art appreciation as well as art itself, and we filled book after book with articles from newspapers on Augustus John and Pablo Picasso, learning how Van Gogh had cut off his ear and staring into the mirror of Van Eyck’s Mr and Mrs Arnolfini, and looking at the details of the hairs on the dog. I owe Miss Gill a lot, and I did rather fancy her.

  




  

    In the New Year, the new school was finished and we moved down to Valley Drive. Instead of walking to school, I now caught the bus, or went on my bike, the new building having come complete with bike shed. There was a brand-new stage with lighting, a large and airy art room, a science lab with gas taps on the benches and a science mistress with a booming voice who was built like Andy Capp’s wife, Flo, in Reg Smythe’s cartoons. Improper fraction, we called her. Top heavy.

  




  

    I looked forward to science as a chance to see behind the façade of natural history. The inside workings, if you like. Cutting frogs up and things. Like Beatrix Potter used to do when she was drawing her characters from life.

  




  

    Our first lesson consisted of writing out the rules of the laboratory on the back page of our exercise books. The last of these, to be written in capital letters, followed by three exclamation marks and underlined three times was: ACIDS MUST BE RESPECTED!!!

  




  

    I felt excited. I smelled danger. We were going to deal with acids and things like that. Real science and chemistry. Over the next four years I saw nothing more exciting than a bunsen burner and a Petri dish. Oh, and lead shot. The science mistress was very big on physics in general and specific gravity in particular. ‘Come and get an S.G. bottle!’ Oh, God! Here we go again.

  




  

    One misdemeanour by any pupil and that was it: ‘Okay, take out your books and revise.’ It seemed to happen every week. What she did with the acids I have no idea.

  




  

    Maybe I’m being unfair. Maybe we did more biology than I remember. But I know that I didn’t enjoy her lessons, and I should have done.

  




  

    It was the thin end of the wedge. My eagerness to learn was gradually being replaced by a sinking feeling. My stumbling blocks were: Maths (numbers always a mystery), French (good ear for oral but too thick for the intricacies of verbs), Geography (loud teacher with boring voice).

  




  

    Of the subjects I liked: Science (see above), English (one of those picky teachers for whom you could never do anything right. The biggest crime in essays was to use your imagination), Rural Studies (you’re in the A stream so you can only do it for the first term of the first year, after which it is reserved for the B, C and D streams), Woodwork (ditto).

  




  

    History had always inspired. There was a kind of magic about it. To visit an old castle and touch its stones was to be in touch with people who had gone before. Somehow they did not seem so far away. Bolton Abbey was a real place, and the de Romilly lad who had drowned in the river, and his mother who had died of a broken heart, were real people. History was not old and dusty, it was alive, and it was responsible for the way we were now, it seemed to me. But the flame was not fanned, it was smothered. We were just spouted at, and made to write down lists. The teacher of history was the same man who had charge of geography. He did his best to fit us into his busy schedule. I tried hard to remember the Kings and Queens of England from 1066 in order, but failed. If only the teacher had given us a mnemonic. I found it thirty years later:

  




  

    

      Willie, Willie, Harry, Ste,

    




    

      Harry, Dick, John, Harry 3.

    




    

      1, 2, 3, Neds

    




    

      Richard 2,

    




    

      Henry 4, 5, 6, then who?

    




    

      Edward 4, 5

    




    

      Dick the Bad,

    




    

      Harrys Twain

    




    

      And Ned the Lad.

    




    

      Mary,

    




    

      Bessie,

    




    

      James the Vain

    




    

      Charlie,

    




    

      Charlie, James again.

    




    

      William and Mary

    




    

      Anna Gloria

    




    

      Four Georges

    




    

      William

    




    

      And

    




    

      Victoria

    


  




  

    All of which is added to the list of things I know now that I wished I’d known then.

  




  

    So, setting aside the things I was useless at, and the things I liked but which didn’t like me, I was left with Art and Drama, both in the hands of David Wildman who turned from an encouraging teacher into an encouraging friend for the rest of his life. He could be grumpy and crusty on a bad day, but he had a prodigious talent and was a fine artist and draughtsman. He would write plays for the school, and design sets and costumes. He was the driving force behind the Ilkley Players until his untimely death a few years ago, and he encouraged me in Art and gave me opportunities to tackle Drama both in school and with the Players.

  




  

    Along with Harry Rhodes from Junior School, he remained a great influence. Now they are both gone and I remember them happily and with gratitude.

  




  

    It’s easy to blame your teachers when you don’t do well, and to be fair to them all I was immature for my years; my mind probably wandered more than it should have done. But like all kids of that tender age, I needed encouragement more than anything else. I was an eager puppy, intellectually younger than my age, and all I seemed to be getting, poor, over-sensitive little soul that I was, was the ‘shut-up and sit down’ approach.

  




  

    I was interested, but it seemed to me that most of my teachers weren’t that bothered – apart from Mr Rhodes and Mr Wildman; they were both encouragers and enablers. When you thought that you could not do something, Mr R and Mr W would be the ones to say you could. Others who were taught by them will feel the same, and every pupil that ever there was will have fond memories of those teachers who made their subjects come alive.

  




  

    Good teachers somehow manage to rise above the low pay, the ridiculous demands on their time and those disruptive kids who just don’t seem to want to learn. They are at the other end of the spectrum from the teacher who bumped into me on Ilkley car park a few months ago.

  




  

    ‘Titchmarsh!’ she said, as though she couldn’t believe her eyes.

  




  

    ‘Yes?’

  




  

    ‘Well!’ she said, accusingly. ‘We never thought you’d amount to much!’

  




  

    I felt as though I’d disappointed her.
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    Girls and Stuff

  




  

    ‘Girls are like fags; you wish you could give them up but you know that’s about as likely as the Pope chucking it all in and setting up a hostel for fallen women. I wish I was the Pope.’

  




  

    Mike Upjohn, Slightly Soiled, 1987

  




  

    Having a sister does have its advantages as far as I can see. It’s easier to form relationships with the opposite sex when you’ve had a chance to observe them at close quarters before committing yourself. Not that it made things any easier when it came to asking them out. And loving someone in a brotherly way is quite different from falling in love hook, line and sinker.

  




  

    The first time it happened I would lie awake at night wondering if the object of my adulation – the local chemist’s daughter – would ever whisper three little words in my ear. She did, eventually. But they were not the ones I had in mind.

  




  

    ‘You disgusting thing!’ There was an echo about them. It was probably the water in my ears – that and the lofty roof of the swimming baths. Every Friday night I went there, to the Grammar Baths, attached to the school up Cowpasture Road.

  




  

    Hardly Olympic sized, the indoor pool was fifty feet long and twenty-five feet wide, but it had a shallow end where I could just get my nose above the water and a deep end that I had just proved I could not stand up in. The daft thing was that I could still feel embarrassed even though I’d nearly drowned. Pathetic really, but then I did have a tremendous crush on her. She was dark and slim, eleven years old. Her lips and cheeks were pink, her eyebrows neat and black, and her eyelashes and sleek bob of hair darkened by the water. I can see her now as I saw her then, clear as day in her green swimsuit. Not that she’d ever looked twice at me – except to sneer. Now, here I was, lying on the cold, wet concrete surround of the pool, shivering and sodden, holding her hand and struggling for breath. I’d thought quite a lot about holding that hand, but I’d never thought about drowning.

  




  

    She pulled me out of the pool after I’d gone under three times. I finally decided that although I might draw attention to myself, waving would be marginally less embarrassing than drowning. I slithered on to the pool surround like a lump of wet cod. Having fished me out and delivered her opinion, she reclaimed her hand and that was it: my first and last physical contact with the object of my dreams, over in a matter of seconds.

  




  

    I knew that the reason I’d gone under was that someone had jumped on top of me. One of the bigger lads at the swimming club probably. But then they were all bigger than me. Not exactly a hunk at eleven and a half. Not exactly fanciable either; spluttering and panting, trying to rid my lungs of the burning sensation of water. But I did wish she hadn’t found me disgusting, even if she had saved my life.

  




  

    I don’t remember seeing her again. We just grew apart. Well, she did. I met her mum a year or two ago and plucked up the courage to ask about her. She’d moved to Canada and become a tax inspector. I stayed here and became a gardener, but ever since then I’ve wondered idly if my interest was kindled by the fact that her name was Heather.

  




  

    To claim that Heather was the first object of my affections is not strictly true. She was the first girl I fancied physically. There had been others, but they were more like friends who were girls rather than girlfriends proper. At five, in Mrs Osmond’s class at the New County Infants school, there was Kathy who wore a fluffy white cardigan with pink pom-poms. I went off her when she pushed one of them up her nose the day she forgot her hanky.

  




  

    At nine there was Gin, short for Virginia. A blonde beauty. She lived at the top of our street and we used to sweep up the clippings from our privet hedge together. She bought me a box of Newberry fruits one Christmas – it was the first time I blushed. I don’t remember the second.

  




  

    At ten, at Junior School, there was Anthea, whose father was a farmer. She’d arrive at school every morning in the Dormobile that picked up the kids from the outlying farms at Langbar and Addingham moorside. She had glasses and plaits. I liked her because she gave me a notebook with BOCM Cattle Foods stamped on the front. We swapped love letters written on scraps of paper, an envelope full of them once a week. It lasted a fortnight. Maybe three weeks. Until I ran out of paper, and enthusiasm.

  




  

    At eleven, at Secondary School I had my first kiss. Two of the girls in the class had decided we needed a Christmas party, but one that was strictly for the kids, not the grown-ups. They managed, though I’ve no idea how, to book a church hall. The party was to start at seven thirty in the evening. There would be games and something to eat and drink. The food I cannot remember, nor the drink, though I know that alcohol didn’t figure at all.

  




  

    In true Titchmarsh fashion I was first to arrive. Punctuality is a disease, and it’s incurable. I have suffered from it ever since I can remember and am now a chronic case. In an adolescent, no other complaint, except acne, is less cool. But on this occasion it paid off. Dorothy (dark, curly-haired and no slouch when it came to a fag behind the bike sheds) greeted me with open arms, shrieking with relief at my arrival and explaining that she thought no one would come. I was given a smacker full on the lips and spent the next half-hour convinced that this would be a party like none I had experienced before. Auntie Edie and Uncle Bert gave cracking Christmas parties over their grocer’s shop, but postman’s knock never figured largely, and even if it had you couldn’t do much with a cousin five years younger when you were only nine yourself.

  




  

    By eight o’clock there were around twenty of us there; the doors were closed and the curtains drawn and I waited to see what we would play. Pass the parcel, perhaps? Or musical chairs – both of which I was well versed in, thanks to Sunday school parties and my uncle and auntie’s bashes.

  




  

    No. The first game would be spinning the bottle. We all sat round in a circle. The idea of the game was that a bottle would be spun in the centre, and when it came to rest the person pointed at by the bottle would have to get up, cross to the person opposite and give them a kiss.

  




  

    That was all there was to it. Pretty simple. And I knew in my heart of hearts, as sure as eggs is eggs, exactly where the neck of the bottle would stop first. I have never won the lottery. I have hardly ever won a raffle. I am lousy at cards. But I knew to the nearest millimetre precisely where that bottle would stop. And it did. There was no denying that the pointed end of Mr Barr’s bottle of cream soda was pointing right at me, and opposite sat the most fancied girl in the class. Sally. Long, blonde hair, lusted after by every boy in the school, including me, and frequently to be found in the stationery cupboard with a beefy boy from one of the B forms. He wasn’t here tonight. This was the A stream party.

  




  

    I stood up. Among the cheers that were worthy of an FA Cup Final I made tentative steps towards her as she grinned and advanced towards me. My heart thumped in my undeveloped chest. We were face to face now in the middle of the circle. I could see clearly into her pale blue eyes. Oh for a quiet corner! Oh for this situation to be repeated but without all these people watching. I looked at her hair – fair and gleaming, held back by a golden bandeau. Her high-necked cream blouse was decorated with lace. Her skirt . . . well, I didn’t look that far down. Instead, with the shrieks of my classmates ringing in my ears, my fear got the better of me. I picked up her hand and lightly kissed it. To howls of derision from the hall, she looked me in the eye and, like Heather before her, whispered three words. A different choice this time: ‘You soft thing!’ Then she returned to her seat and waited for the next spin and better fortune.

  




  

    Half a dozen spins later, when I had watched the rest of my classmates getting stuck in, my own embarrassment had quite disappeared, but when, once more, the bottle pointed at me, Sally had moved along and the opposite end pointed at a girl who had done her best but was hardly in the same league. There was no way I could try the hand kissing stunt again, though for different reasons I would have dearly loved to do so. I closed my eyes (the better to imagine Sally) and kissed her full on the lips, and to my profound surprise she was a cracking kisser.

  




  

    I think we played the game for another ten minutes or so, before it was decided to dispense with the bottle and stick to the snogging. Each guy would approach a girl he fancied, and if there was a nod rather than a shake of the head he’d lift her up on to one of the wide windowsills, draw the curtains in front of them for privacy, and snog away until one of the parties got bored, at which time a swap-over would take place and the process would be repeated.

  




  

    I did manage to persuade Sally to come behind a curtain, and I can remember that first queasy feeling in the stomach as our questing, tentative tongues explored each other’s mouths. There was no groping; it was all very innocent; a French kiss being as much as one hoped for or desired at eleven years of age in the Congregational Church Hall. I walked home at ten o’clock with my feet hardly touching the ground.

  




  

    By eleven o’clock we were all in bed – alone – and never again did I feel embarrassed about kissing. Sally, after all, had agreed quite happily to come behind the curtain.

  




  

    There was another party the following year, in the room over the Essoldo cinema. This time we didn’t bother with the bottle – just got straight down to it. I wasn’t much hunkier, still four foot six or seven, one of the two smallest lads in the class. But it didn’t bother me now. My current favourite was Anne, a tall girl, but she didn’t seem worried by the fact that I only came up to her shoulder. We sorted it all out very amicably. I sat on her knee. It seemed to work better that way.
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    Getting Out a Bit

  




  

    ‘I’ll tell you what you want, our Malcolm; you want to get out and meet people of your own age. It’s not good for you, stuck in here with all these old farts. Before you know where you are you’ll be wearing Hush Puppies and a fawn anorak.’

  




  

    Derek Roberts, The Doncaster Diaries, 1969

  




  

    I’d like to report a misspent youth. Give myself a bit of street cred. I was a child of the Sixties, after all. A newspaper interviewer gave up on me a couple of months ago when the most impressive credential I could summon up from my teenage years was that I was the first person in my street to buy ‘She Loves You’.

  




  

    I didn’t feel deprived. My bit of flower power happened in our back garden. London seemed like another country, a place you saw on the news. It might have been where the action was at but I felt no need to go there. I did go once when I was twelve. On a Scout trip. We went camping at Gilwell Park in Essex, and Uncle Bert Hardisty (rejoicing in the rank of Group Scout Leader) took us to see Big Ben and Piccadilly Circus. I took a few black-and-white photos with my Brownie 127 (only eight pictures to a film) and remember being impressed. But I didn’t especially want to go back.

  




  

    I was not a natural Scout. It all seemed a bit artificial. I’d been perfectly content as a Wolf Cub, but I was younger then, and you could wear a warm green woolly rather than a short-sleeved khaki shirt. When I was eleven Uncle Bert gave me a copy of Scouting for Boys by Baden-Powell. It was full of handy hints on making fires (which from my back garden efforts I could do already) and following a map, but I knew the moors like the back of my hand, and it seemed pointless to keep stopping to check contour levels and trig points.

  




  

    One thing about the book irritated me more than any other: it showed the correct way to walk. The ‘healthy boy’ (who was pictured as a handsome youth with a square chin and bulging muscles) walked properly, striding forward with his arms swinging, his head and shoulders back, his mouth fixed in a rictus grin, his eyes gazing directly ahead of him. The unhealthy boy (his arms hanging limply by his sides like the missing link in one of Darwin’s evolution engravings) was a chinless wonder with buck teeth, a sullen expression and a stoop. He was walking badly, dawdling along looking at the ground. This was plainly daft. Anyone interested in natural history will always walk along looking at the ground – it’s where the wildlife and the flowers are. And, anyway, what if you were born with no chin and buck teeth? Did that make you a second-class citizen? I’ve never been impressed by political correctness, but Scouting for Boys turned prejudice into a fine art.

  




  




  

    We would meet once a week in a dusty hut. The small kitchen smelled of burnt milk and Brillo pads and had a greasy sink and ancient gas oven which exploded into life every time you lit it. There were rows of black encrusted billy cans and dixies for making watery stews. The cupboards were stuffed with uneven hanks of rope and old boxing gloves. We would play British bulldog and shipwrecks, which I enjoyed, and learn to name the parts of an axe, which I didn’t.

  




  

    Scout camps were uncomfortable exercises, where childhood rivalries and boyish rituals could be played out in Lord of the Flies fashion. I tried to look enthusiastic at the prospect of ganging together and rubbing black boot polish on to another boy’s bollocks in the name of ‘initiation’, but I was at best half-hearted and at worst a bit embarrassed. I stood on the edge of things, trying not to get involved, and hoping that no one would notice and do it to me.

  




  

    One of the lads, a podgy, pasty-faced youth, would always wear flowery shorts and take a particularly close interest in such activities. I could never work out why. Not till much later. But then I don’t believe anyone else thought anything of it, either. The rest of the troop were all refreshingly normal, and so were our leaders. I think if any scoutmaster with an unhealthy interest in boys had ever tried anything on in our Scout group he’d have gone home with the boot blacking brush inserted where it felt most uncomfortable.

  




  

    Scout meetings were just about tolerable; camps were more difficult. The very first one I endured was at Pateley Bridge, about fifteen miles from Ilkley. It could have been on the moon. It was only a long Whitsun weekend, and my parents came to visit on the Sunday. I was fine until then. As they left, I remember sitting on a rock high above the campsite and watching their van lumbering off down the track. I have never felt so alone before or since. As they disappeared from view, I frowned hard and gritted my teeth. It was to no avail. I brushed angrily at the tears that ran down my cheeks. But I made sure my face was dry before I went back to the tent.

  




  

    Homesickness. A rite of passage. A part of growing up. It made me more understanding of others in the same boat. Some of them didn’t even know what it was. Later on, I remember persuading a younger lad than me to have an aspirin every day, endeavouring to convince him that it was a special tablet that would cure the sort of feelings he was having, feelings that resulted in him bursting into tears. He was a brave little soul who didn’t really know why he felt the way he did. It worked for a couple of days, but he couldn’t understand why it was less effective as the week wore on.

  




  

    ‘I’m never like this at Tenby,’ he stammered bravely through the tears. I longed to tell him that it was because his parents were with him when he holidayed in Tenby. In the end he had to go home.

  




  

    I soldiered on at Scouts in a half-hearted sort of way, wondering if I was odd not to fully enjoy it. It was years before I realised that I didn’t have to do it; that I could have more fun elsewhere. Oh, it wasn’t all bad, and some of the lads were great fun. I am not ashamed to say that I did enjoy sitting round camp fires, swathed in a blanket, singing ‘Ging-gang-gooly’ and ‘The Quartermaster’s Stores’, and building aerial runways that would let you fly over ravines, but I never enjoyed the cooking – all those twists of dough wound round a stick and burnt to a cinder – and sleeping in a tent with five other lads farting all night until the air turned green. I even became an assistant Scout leader when I was seventeen, but it didn’t last. I think my Uncle Bert felt a bit let down. And most of his knots are still a mystery to me.

  




  

    Family holidays were much more fun. We usually had a week in Bispham, what my mother would call ‘the select end of Blackpool’. We stayed for just a week in Mrs Schofield’s boarding house – ‘Pendennis’, in Hesketh Avenue – which came recommended by my childhood friend Virginia’s mum and dad.

  




  

    It was a smart, neatly painted terraced house in a street just off the promenade, where the cream and green trams hummed and clanged their way to classy-sounding destinations like Thornton Cleveleys and Gynn Square, the Norbreck Hotel and South Shore. ‘Pendennis’ had a woodgrain-painted front door, freshly leathered windows with clean net curtains, and around half a dozen bedrooms. Old Mrs Schofield, a plump, grey-haired old biddy with glasses, would sit in her apron just inside the kitchen door, overseeing while her daughter-in-law cooked the meals and her son, Clifford, wearing a cream jacket, waited at the tables in the dining room at the back.

  




  

    The kids who were there (and there can only have been room for a couple of families) would vie to see who could get the bottle of Vimto with their evening meal. Clifford would stagger in with a wooden crate of a dozen pop bottles, and only one of them would be Vimto. I don’t remember liking it much, it was just that its rarity value made it more desirable.

  




  

    We’d go on the beach during the day, swim in woollen costumes that threatened to drag you under, make sand castles topped with paper national flags, bury Dad up to his neck and ride donkeys. Lunch would be egg-and-sand sandwiches and a bottle of pop; Mum and Dad pouring their milky coffee from our own Thermos, filled up in the Schofields’ kitchen each morning. In the evening they would leave us in the care of the boarding house proprietors while they went out to a show – Ken Dodd or the Black and White Minstrels – or to a pub for a drink.

  




  

    I suppose I must have been about ten or eleven, and my sister five or six, but I remember every evening in the holiday, sitting with my dad in the tiny lounge at the front of the boarding house, with its antimacassars and ‘Magicoal’ fire, having milk and biscuits before going to bed. There would always be one evening when we’d get the giggles. Poor Dad. There he was, in his suit and tie, doing his best to get us upstairs to bed so that he and Mum could have a night on the town, and my sister and me completely losing it.

  




  

    ‘Will you get on and drink your milk!’

  




  

    The more angry he became, the less we were able to control ourselves. You know what it’s like – one glance at each other would be enough to send milk and biscuit crumbs spouting forth like a waterfall, all over Dad’s suit trousers, then he’d get cross and we’d try even harder to control ourselves.

  




  

    ‘Right. That’s it!’

  




  

    In the end he’d storm out, and Mum would come and put us to bed; two kids, crying with laughter and exhausted from half an hour of hysterics.

  




  

    We tried Butlins a couple of times when we got older. At Filey. I remember entering the ‘Mr Debonair’ competition and coming nowhere. I was bitterly disappointed. I had a new jumper and tie which I thought made me look particularly suave. I was about thirteen. The man who won was portly with a suit and a moustache. But he did have a nice smile. Other than that I can remember nothing, except breakfasts in a massive canteen-like dining room, and the smell of the regale lilies that stood in the corner of the Hawaiian bar. Butlins was quite posh then.

  




  

    During the rest of the year there were Sunday excursions up the Dales in the van or the car when ‘going out for a run’ was all the rage. We’d have high tea of ham and eggs at the Hopper Lane Hotel, or a picnic on the moors with sandwiches (always egg) and home-made rock buns and flapjacks.

  




  

    Sometimes we’d go with Uncle Bert and Auntie Edie and their children Martin and Valerie, all piling into Uncle Bert’s Dormobile – a sort of minibus which could just about contain a family of eight, but which had a primitive heating system. In summer it was fine, but in winter he’d have to boost the temperature inside by opening the lid of the transmission box between the driver and the front seat passengers. You could hardly hear yourself above the roar of the engine – especially on hills – but you did feel warmer. We’d stop off at places like Castle Howard and Bolton Abbey, Burnsall and Grassington. Dad and Uncle Bert would talk about things that dads talked about; Mum and Auntie Edie would spend their time fielding four children and two dogs – Cindy, our dare-devil mongrel, and Tracy, Auntie Edie’s blue roan cocker spaniel with ears that were always decorated by burdock seedheads.

  




  

    ‘Tracy! Come out of there!’ shouted Auntie Edie, retrieving her dog from a bush or the middle of the river.

  




  

    ‘Cindy! Get off your bottom!’ shouted Mum at our dog, whose manners sometimes let us down. She did seem to enjoy pulling herself along by her front legs and using her bum as castors. Worming tablets were often suggested but not, as far as I can remember, ever administered.

  




  

    As I grew older, Mum and Dad clearly thought it would be a good idea if I socialised a bit more. It’s only writing now that I realise how self-contained my life must have been then. It makes me sound a bit sad. Billy No-Mates. But it didn’t feel like that. I was a member of the church youth club, and we played tennis once a week in summer and ping-pong in the church institute in winter, but I didn’t go out with a gang of mates, roaming the streets. It never occurred to me that I was missing out. My greatest friends are those that I made in my twenties – and we have remained close for thirty years now – but what happened to my school friends I don’t know. David Martin and Stephen Bradley, Richard Bailey and Steven Feather, Sally Boocock and Jill Clapham – all names from the past that conjure up memories of playing out and falling out, first kisses and early passions, but all lost in the mists of time.

  




  

    So when I was fourteen or fifteen my mum and dad took me to fire station socials. For years we had a bell at the bottom of the stairs, and when it rang, and the siren wailed over the town, Dad would drop whatever he was doing and, sometimes still wearing his slippers, would sprint the three streets to the fire station in Golden Butts Road.

  




  

    I never worried about the danger; it never occurred to me. I suppose my mum did. We were surrounded by woollen mills and I remember Dad taking us all to see the devastation at a mill the morning after a fire. It had taken them hours to bring the blaze under control. We gazed down on a tangled mixture of machinery and brickwork, massive girders twisted like snakes by the fierce heat. My mother looked pale and taut, then she nodded in the direction of the mangled remains of the mill and asked, ‘What do you think about when you’re tackling something like that?’

  




  

    My dad just shrugged.

  




  

    ‘You must think about something,’ she persisted.

  




  

    ‘Do you really want to know?’

  




  

    Mum nodded.

  




  

    ‘Stupid, really.’

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘Well, I stood at the top of a ladder squirting water on that lot last night and thinking: “Someone, somewhere wants a letter from you.”’

  




  

    Mum shook her head. It was the quietest sort of bravery. On both their parts.

  




  

    Sometimes, when we were little, Dad would take me and my sister to sit on the engine. It was one of those open-topped ones, all scarlet paintwork and gleaming chrome, with canvas hoses wrapped around reels, and a huge extending ladder with red, wooden wheels at the back. He’d let us ring the bell and put on a helmet. My sister disappeared under hers and had to walk around with her arms in front of her, bumping into the row of tall leather boots, with their leggings already attached so that they could be jumped into and pulled on in a hurry. I still remember the smell of the fire station – rubber and metal polish and petrol.

  




  

    The socials were held once a month in the room above the engines or, as my dad called them, appliances. This always made them sound faintly surgical. It was basically ‘housie-housie’ – bingo – with a good supper afterwards. Sometimes they had a ‘beetle drive’, throwing dice and adding limbs to the body of a plastic beetle, the first to complete their insect winning a prize which would be a box of Quality Street or a couple of bottles of beer.

  




  

    The first prize I ever won was a box of tulip bulbs, and I could not have been happier. Darwin hybrids they were. I can still remember the box. Maybe it was the half-pint of cider that made it more exciting.
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    A Bit on the Side

  




  

    ‘There is nothing like a little extra income for raising a man’s expectations.’

  




  

    Thomas Craddock, Willy Eckerslike and the

  




  

    Girl Next Door, 1958

  




  

    You can’t live on a shilling when you’re in double figures. Anyone knows that. I needed a few extra bob. There were discos at the King’s Hall and the Scout hut. If I didn’t go to them I’d never meet a girl. Oh, I met them at school, but you couldn’t be intimate with a girl at school. Not with everybody else looking on. And those early spinning-the-bottle parties seemed to have fallen by the wayside. Dorothy clearly had a boyfriend of her own now and didn’t see why she should organise everybody else’s social life. You were on your own. What you needed was a job.

  




  

    My cousin was giving up his early morning milk round to start work full-time. It meant getting up at five but you were done by eight and then had time to get ready for school. I started in the middle of winter. I lasted a day. It was cold, you couldn’t see what you were doing, and the milkman was a miserable bugger who spoke only half a dozen words during the whole three hours. The prospect of seeing him every morning filled me with gloom.

  




  

    So I did a paper round instead. I was still only about four and a half feet tall and I had about thirty papers to deliver, over a round that went up and down Ilkley’s hills for about two miles. I reckon it must have stunted my growth. I was ages growing. But I could do it in an hour and a half. The only day that just about finished me off was Radio Times day when the bag doubled in weight. In the end the paper shop took pity on me and gave me a trolley. Five shillings a week I was paid. I stuck at it for a couple of years and enjoyed the luxury of a small private income.

  




  

    I was measured for a suit a couple of months ago. The tailor told me that my right shoulder was a good inch lower than my left. I blame it on the Radio Times.

  




  

    The church helped with finances, too. Singing in the choir wasn’t highly paid but it did yield a few coins every six months in a small brown envelope. But whenever we sang at a wedding we got half a crown.

  




  

    And then there were the bells. Eight of them. Dad had been a bellringer for years. They were short on numbers. Did I want to have a go? I looked at him, and then down at my puny body.

  




  

    ‘It’s all right. We’ll put you on the treble. You’ll be able to manage that.’

  




  

    I wasn’t so sure.

  




  

    I went along to practice on a Thursday night, climbing the cobwebby spiral stone steps up to the ringing chamber, where ropes with red, white and blue ‘sallies’ disappeared up through holes in the ceiling. In the centre of the floor stood a pile of wooden boxes.

  




  

    ‘Come over here,’ said Mac Crawshaw. He was a portly man with a red face and a pipe. ‘We’ll measure you up.’ He wore a tweed waistcoat and trousers, and his shirtsleeves were held back with shiny arm bands, a sort of bellringer’s symbol of office.

  




  

    He piled about three boxes on top of one another and then lifted me up and stood me on top. I could reach the middle of the rope now, where the longer of the two sallies was joined to it.

  




  

    Now ringing bells is, in itself, quite a simple operation, but if you make a mistake the results can be quite spectacular. In the void above the ceiling of the ringing chamber, the bells are hung on massive girders. The treble is the lightest bell and strikes the highest note, and the tenor is the deepest-toned and heaviest at around fifteen hundredweight – three quarters of a ton. Each bell swings on a central pivot and the bellrope runs up through the ceiling and then around a sort of cartwheel, attached to the end of this pivot. Stick with me; it will all make sense. You pull on the rope to dislodge the bell from its upright position, and then take the strain when it has gone through 180 degrees so that it doesn’t continue to travel round and round.

  




  

    A wooden stay, made of oak, allows the bell to be rested in its upright position, but it’s not strong enough on its own to stop several hundredweight of cast iron from revolving. So, if you fail to take the strain in time, the stay can snap, and the rope will be pulled up through the hole in the ceiling. If this happens, it is important to let go. If you don’t, you’ll hit the ceiling. And it hurts.

  




  

    They say you’re not a bellringer until you’ve broken a stay. They would, wouldn’t they? I am a bellringer.

  




  

    It was a scary moment. It didn’t happen when I was learning. I’d been at it for a few months. But I got the number of boxes wrong. I added one too many. I pulled the bell from its upright position and expected to feel the strain as it reached the top of its arc. I didn’t. There was a crack, and a bang, and twenty feet of fluffy bellrope disappeared through the hole in the ceiling like a rat up a drainpipe.

  




  

    The rest of the ringers looked at me, then stood up their bells. I wasn’t in a position to hide. I was standing about three feet off the ground on a series of wooden boxes, looking like a gold-medal-winning athlete at the Olympics. Except I didn’t have a medal.

  




  

    The silence seemed to last ages. It felt like eternity. I waited for the telling off. It didn’t come.

  




  

    Mac Crawshaw spoke first. ‘Well, laddie, you’re a bellringer now!’ A round of applause followed, and some slapping on the back and ruffling of hair. For the rest of the week the treble was out of action, until the stay was replaced. They gave me the old one as a souvenir – a three-inch square spar of oak, snapped clean in two like a matchstick.

  




  

    You learned respect for bells. There was something about them that commanded it. It wasn’t just the weight, or the noise, though both had something to do with it. On New Year’s Eve we’d pull the bells down to their hanging positions and then go further up the spiral staircase and into the bell chamber itself. There was no light; only our torches. We would each be allocated a bell, under which we would sit, gripping the metal clapper in one hand and bashing it against the side of the bell to play carols. ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’ and ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ would clang out from the tower and across the town on the freezing air. By the end of half an hour your head would be buzzing – it was impossible to hear conversation – and your hand would be almost frozen to the clapper. It would take ages to get your fingers to move again. Then we’d pile down the stairs for a glass of sherry and a mince pie.

  




  

    Half of me loved this annual ritual, the other half found it a bit scary. It was as if the bells were alive, menacing monsters that seemed to have secret lives.

  




  

    There were compensations: if you rang the bells at a wedding you got another five bob, and you could run down the belfry steps as the bride was going into church on the arm of her father, nip round the back to the vestry, put on your cassock and surplice and be standing in the back row of the choir stalls by the time she made it to the bottom of the chancel steps.

  




  

    I wasn’t a mercenary child. Just practical.

  




  

    I suppose there were around a dozen of us who rang the bells. There was Geoff, who was a body-builder and didn’t say much. He rang the tenor. He said he’d have joined years ago if he’d known how good it was at building arm and stomach muscles. My mum came along later. She, and a pretty girl called Carol who was a good five years older than me, were our only female ringers. I quite fancied Carol, but she was way out of my league. And older. And anyway she emigrated to Canada. Mac Crawshaw and Geoff Featherstone – another bespectacled pipe smoker – shared the role of ‘captain’ and would be in charge when we rang peals.

  




  

    These were incredibly complicated permutations of numbers that involved timing the strike of your bell to fit into a prearranged pattern. My total lack of numeracy meant that anything more complicated than ‘Grandsire Doubles’ and ‘Call Changes’ – when you would ring in a shouted, rather than a pre-arranged order – were beyond me. Later, when I’d grown a bit, I did ring the tenor whose job was to bring up the rear. I could just about manage that.

  




  

    I only got my hands on the big bell when Martin Hewitt left. Martin was a couple of years older than me, and full of all the confidence that I seemed to lack. He came to youth club as well. He could count to eight in German and he was the first person I ever knew who became famous. Well, in my eyes.

  




  

    He went and joined the Household Cavalry in London and had one of those red uniforms with a gold helmet and a plume. Then came his moment of glory: he rode in Winston Churchill’s funeral procession. We were all very proud, trying to spot him on the telly.

  




  

    I asked him about it a couple of years ago. He laughed. ‘We had to get on our horses at eight o’clock in the morning, and we couldn’t get off them again until four in the afternoon,’ he said.

  




  

    I asked him what happened if they were taken short. You know, being practical. He said, ‘We were told that if we dismounted we’d be on a charge.’

  




  

    ‘So what did you do?’

  




  

    ‘We went in our saddles.’

  




  

    Whenever I see the Household Cavalry trotting down the Mall, now, I keep a weather eye open for steam.
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    The Call of the Boards

  




  

    ‘Show me a nervous youth who will blush at the mere mention of his name, and I will show you an actor who can command the attention of a packed auditorium.’

  




  

    Aston Waterlinks, The Roar of the Crowd, 1938

  




  

    Now I don’t want to go on about this size thing – the fact that when I left school I was only five foot and a bit. But when you’re small it does mean that you need some weapon in your armoury to make up for a lack of strength if you’re to survive the slings and arrows of an outrageous secondary school. It might be humour or speed or a temper.

  




  

    I’d never thought of myself as having a temper. Still don’t, really. I’ll walk away from an argument – anything for a quiet life. Until something snaps.

  




  

    It happened in the school playground. The lads in another class had been making seagrass stools, those things with a seat made of a sort of woven hemp. Like all lads do, they’d pinched a few lengths to muck about with, and at breaktime they emerged into the playground with their plunder, each length knotted at the end, all the better to flick at the back of your bare legs. We wore shorts until the fourth form. Short shorts.

  




  

    There was one particularly surly youth who had it in for me. It was the lad who snogged Sally in the stationery cupboard when nobody was looking. I think he must have known I fancied her. I watched him walk over, flicking his length of seagrass in the air and making it crack. I knew what was coming.

  




  

    ‘What yer lookin’ at, Titmarsh?’

  




  

    It still rattles me when people call me that. Why is it that people who can say ‘switch’ can’t say ‘Titch’?

  




  

    Anyway. He knew what he was doing. He cracked the length of twine in the air again, stared at me, then lowered his arm and flicked it at the back of my knees. It stung. I winced. He did it again. I pulled away, and then he started running towards me, whipping at my now reddening legs.

  




  

    We ran past Sally, who was standing at the side of the playground with a group of girls. They stopped talking, turned and watched. I felt myself blushing. Then I just stopped running and turned to face him. I can remember my knees shaking with anger. Before he could lift his arm again, I had the hank of seagrass out of his hand and lashed it across the back of his own legs.

  




  

    If I had stopped to consider the probable consequences of my actions I doubt that I would have done anything other than run for cover. Instead, I gave him three good licks of the twine and then lobbed it over the fence and into the school field.

  




  

    He stared at me. I stared back; quivering with rage, but silent. He turned. He walked away.

  




  

    He never spoke to me again. I never did make it with Sally. But then I never saw him in the stationery cupboard with her again either. I just wonder sometimes . . .

  




  

    I saw him again about ten years later. He was running his own building firm by then. Doing well for himself. We met at a wedding reception and he was wearing a very smart three-piece suit with a gold watch chain. I went up and introduced myself. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember you.’ And he turned on his heel and went to get a drink from the bar.

  




  

    The temper couldn’t be counted on to get me out of trouble on a regular basis. It only erupted once every couple of years, unbidden, like an erratic volcano. Making people laugh was more reliable. Nothing hugely witty. Just stupidity mostly. Clowning. ‘Titchmarsh, sit down and shut up.’ It was a daily instruction. I wasn’t uppity; just naturally chatty. And silly. But it made the girls think I was ‘cute’ so it had its uses.

  




  

    At sport my lacklustre performance was unlikely to get me noticed. I still maintain that Barry Hines must have based the character of Billy Casper in Kes on my own appearance on the football field. Always the last to be picked – along with the fat boy – me with my spindly legs and my ancient brown leather football boots, bought at a jumble. Antique fair, more like.

  




  

    I used to play centre half. Mr Bailey, the sports master, used to explain to me that the centre half was the ‘kingpin of the defence’. Well, he was when anyone else was in the role. As far as I was concerned he was the one who took the blame from the goal keeper when he missed a save. That was Richard Bailey, no relation to the master, who used to call him ‘namesake’. He supported Norwich and wore a yellow Canaries shirt and woolly gloves. Odd for a Yorkshireman. I remember him being good at kicking the ball halfway down the pitch, but he never seemed to stop many of them getting into his goal. Not to worry. He had a fine line in tragic head holding when they got past him.

  




  

    The only time I ever caused a stir on the cricket field was when I ran out to take the opening batsman his ‘box’. He’d left it in the dressing room, so he beckoned me over and whispered in my ear. ‘Fetch us me box, Fred – it’s somewhere in the dressing room.’ (They used my middle name as my nickname at school. With a surname like Titchmarsh it could have been worse, but fortunately my older cousin was already known as Titty. I was called Fred to avoid confusion.)

  




  

    I went to the dressing room, eventually located the protective item under a pile of evil-smelling socks, and ran out on to the field, waving it over my head to signify my success. The straps streamed out behind me like a banner, and the batsman snatched it from me with a red face and stuffed it down his trousers. You’d have thought he’d have been grateful.

  




  

    Half a dozen girls on the boundary line lay on their backs, kicking their legs in the air, and laughed until they cried.

  




  

    With such a marked lack of distinction on the sports field there had to be another way of getting noticed. I discovered it in school plays.

  




  

    They were a legitimate way of showing off. I had a good memory for lines, a reasonable stage presence, and I could be other people – school masters and pirates, doctors and Shylock in an abridged version of The Merchant of Venice. I got to wear the beard all day. And I fell in love with Portia. Both of them.

  




  

    Jill and Julia took it in turns to play the part. Jill had sent me a Valentine card two years running now. Oh, we never went out. Just swapped Valentines. And smiles. (I mean, what was I on?) And Julia? She was a new girl. Tall. Very pretty, with dark curly hair, and eyes that flashed. And she chewed gum like I’ve never seen anyone chew gum.

  




  

    There I was, standing in the wings with her, waiting to go on; me dressed in grey robes, a floppy hat and a grizzled beard, carrying a cardboard knife, and she in a full skirt of green silk and a white, off-the-shoulder blouse. She bent down to stick her chewing gum under a chair and I missed my cue.

  




  

    I wish I’d had more courage with girls. God, I was slow! But then most of the girls were fairly slow, too. Apart from a select few. We didn’t use the word ‘slapper’ in our school in the early Sixties. The most derogatory term you could apply to a girl was ‘prozzy’, and that was reserved for an ugly lass from the back end of Burley. There were a couple of lads who had a fumble behind the bike sheds at thirteen, but they were way ahead of the game. And yes; there was a girl who was removed from school under mysterious circumstances and who was seen a year later pushing a pram. But only one. A lot of lads talked about sex, but if they talked about it you could be certain they weren’t getting it. Not at fourteen, anyway.

  




  

    Most of them had a nifty way of getting rid of a girl they didn’t want to go out with any more. Instead of plucking up the courage and telling her to her face, they’d just put their hand up her blouse. That was usually enough to see her off.

  




  

    I did once get a girl to show me her knickers at junior school, but she refused to show me any more. I’d said that I’d show her my willy if she showed me her thingummy-whatsit, but I intended to rat on her at the last moment. I think she knew. She didn’t oblige. It was all very innocent by today’s standards.

  




  

    I can still remember my first view of a pair of breasts. One of the lads in the street had a sister who caught measles. She must have been past the infectious stage because we were talking in her back kitchen and she said her belly was covered in spots. I opened her cardigan to have a look and she wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

  




  

    I didn’t say anything. Just had a good look, then closed the cardigan and carried on as if nothing had happened. Well, only a few months earlier I’d seen her in the paddling pool on the moors wearing nothing more than a pair of shorts. How was I to know that things had happened since then?

  




  

    Acting in plays gave me a new sort of courage. It was the first time I was aware of being able to do something well, other than growing plants, which didn’t count. At least not as far as my schoolmates were concerned. The lads who were good at sport were often embarrassing in a play, passable impersonations of a plank. I could get laughs. It was glamorous. And you got to see girls in a different light.

  




  

    David Wildman, the Art and Drama master, asked my parents if I could take a role at the Ilkley Players. He wrote them a letter. I sneaked a look at it. The play was by André Roussin. It was called The Little Hut, all about a married couple who were shipwrecked on a desert island, along with the wife’s lover. There were only two huts, a larger one that could be occupied by two, and the smaller ‘little hut’ in which the third person must sleep alone. It was a comedy about who slept where.

  




  

    The letter explained that the play was ‘outspoken’ – lovely euphemism – and would my parents mind if I was in it? They said that they did not, and that I would have to learn about this sort of thing some day. Bless ’em. Their biggest reservation was that there was only one dressing room at Ilkley Playhouse in those days. Men and women changed in the same space. My dad knew that. He did the plumbing. But they kept their worries to themselves and let me go.

  




  

    I was to play a monkey who comes on in the very last scene of the play, just before the characters are rescued by a passing cruise ship. It was not a large role. There were no lines. I just had to run up a tree and pelt them with nuts. But I got a good laugh, especially on the last night when I threw a banana. The bug had bitten.

  




  

    I would become an actor.

  




  

    There are two reasons why I didn’t. For a start, I reckoned that I might not have enough talent. But the more important thing was that I was the son of a Yorkshire plumber. I think it might have been a bit difficult for my dad to cope with. I mean if your son is a sensitive sort of soul anyway, who isn’t exactly built like a brick shithouse and doesn’t appear to have much luck with the girls, you could be forgiven for thinking that he might turn out to be a nancy-boy.

  




  

    My father became concerned about me when I came home from Leeds one Saturday with an umbrella. I knew he would. I hid it behind the settee so that he wouldn’t find it. When he did spot it, he went quiet and read his paper. As far as he was concerned, umbrellas were for poofs. In this respect he was no different from other northern men of his generation. He was a kind and gentle man, but very masculine. And umbrellas were not.

  




  

    The funny thing is that five years later I wouldn’t be seen dead carrying that umbrella. But by then, if the weather looked at all doubtful, my father would never leave the house without it.

  




  

    I never had any real doubts about my sexuality. Well, no more than your average youth. I remember admiring the legs of the lad who was playing Lysander in the school production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and suddenly being scared that I might be turning that way. But then along came Rosemary Pickering, a cute redhead with dark brown eyes. We met at a dance at the King’s Hall. In spite of the snogs at school parties, I’d formed no lasting relationship. Rosemary was the first girl I ever crossed a dance floor for who said yes. Then we sat down and had a Coke. I put my hand underneath the table and held hers. She didn’t pull it away. I felt like a king, and my stomach wouldn’t stop churning. We kissed properly when we said goodnight. She was a lovely kisser. Our tune was Groovy Kind of Love.

  




  

    I don’t remember introducing her to my parents, but they must have bumped into her at some point. My mum wasn’t too keen. She didn’t say a lot, I just got that impression. My dad said nothing for weeks, until one day when he spoke to me from behind his newspaper.

  




  

    ‘That girl . . . Rosemary . . .’

  




  

    I wondered what was coming. ‘Yes?’

  




  

    He lowered the paper. ‘Very nice.’ Then he winked and went back to his reading.

  




  

    ‘Thanks, Dad.’ I couldn’t stop smiling for ages.

  




  

    I was a bit worried that she was too young for me – I was two years older than she was. It lasted three months and ended rather sadly when she turned up late for my sixteenth birthday party and said she’d forgotten my present. It wouldn’t have seemed nearly so bad if it had been a good party. But it wasn’t. About eight of us just sat round in a circle and talked. It was very stilted. I’d never thrown a party before. I noticed that Rosemary was wearing suspenders. I never saw her again.
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    The Great Escape

  




  

    ‘The man who could call a spade a spade should be compelled to use one. It is the only thing he is fit for.’

  




  

    Oscar Wilde

  




  

    Things were not looking promising at school. Drama was fun, but I lacked the conviction to make it a career. Science should have been interesting but the shouting Improper Fraction took the joy out of it. Neither did I fare especially well in English, but one essay in particular netted me 22 marks out of 35.

  




  

    It was entitled ‘A Description of My Garden’, and this is it, in its entirety, spellings and all:

  




  

    

      The garden as a whole is not very big, but manages to accomodate three flower-beds, a vegetable patch, an average sized lawn and a very small polythene greenhouse.

    




    

      At the top left hand corner is an old sycamore tree which gives shelter in winter and shade in summer and is greatly appreciated as it gives the rest of the garden a character. Along its side is quite a wide flower border with many perrenials and oily leaved jungle plants. Down the right is another border, this time containing many tall plants; such as the tall tapering lupin and a clamber of dogroses on the fence. Down at the front of the border we have lobelia and alyssum, adding a neat touch to the edge. Next comes a small border of flowers and opposite it a vegetable patch, on which various salads such as lettuce, raddish, spring onions and other tasty dishes can be grown. Then comes the thing which I like best; the greenhouse. It is only a very small, polythene one, which I built myself, but it is just right for growing seeds in boxes and one or two pot plants. I also bought a thermometer, and it has recorded a temperature of 108 F in summer, and it has no means of heating. There seems to be a lot in my garden but there is still room for a spacious lawn in the centre. This is very useful in summer and gives the garden a less cluttered up look.

    


  




  

    252 words. Well, it was to the point.

  




  

    Though it might not be abundantly evident from this example, I liked writing, loved words, and found that if I improved my vocabulary by looking up in the dictionary any long words I heard I had another way of impressing my friends. But none of this impressed my English teacher.

  




  

    We were asked to write a précis of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I made what I thought was a pretty good stab at it, though looking back now it was rather a pathetic sortie. At the bottom of my essay, in red ink, were the dreaded words ‘See me’.

  




  

    Miss Weatherall was a perfectionist. Not always encouraging. I went to see her after class. She sat behind her oak desk and pointed to a paragraph with her pen. ‘Read that.’

  




  

    I read out loud: ‘Helena, whose love is not reciprocated by Demetrius . . .’ I began.

  




  

    ‘What does that mean?’

  




  

    ‘It means that she loves Demetrius but that he doesn’t love her.’

  




  

    ‘How do you know that word?’

  




  

    ‘I looked it up in a dictionary.’

  




  

    ‘I see.’ She bent down and wrote in the mark. Eight out of ten.

  




  

    I can confess now that I fibbed. I hadn’t looked it up in a dictionary. My mum had told me. But I used it. And I knew what it meant, and that day I learned that words gave you power. They could even silence Miss Weatherall. They were another weapon in the armoury. I still love dictionaries.

  




  

    And I still love the outside. My interest in gardening began to grow during my teens. I don’t think it was simply because I wasn’t much good at anything else; it was just that it felt comfortable, natural, almost easy. I took on more of the back garden at home, built a slightly bigger greenhouse and filled it with more pot plants. To this day the aroma of newly unrolled polythene in a hardware shop still induces a frisson of excitement and whisks me back forty-odd years to my little greenhouse. They were simple but raw pleasures then. I sent off for seeds in catalogues from companies which have long since ceased to trade: firms like Asmer, Clucas, and Carters, famous for their ‘Tested Seeds’.

  




  

    Although I was not allowed to attend rural studies lessons after the first term at school because I was in the A, rather than the B, C and D streams, I was still encouraged in my endeavours at home by Mr Heath, the rural studies teacher. He was a tough cookie, Mr Heath. He had announced himself in stentorian tones during that first term. He sat us down at either side of a long table in his classroom and he himself stood at the head of it. He was a short, stout man, almost wider than he was high, with a bullet-shaped head, purple cheeks, iron-grey hair and a thick moustache. He wore a Harris tweed suit that seemed to be made of steel wool, and carried a thick rod of willow about two feet long whose frayed ends were bound with Sellotape. ‘My name is Heath; Ernest Wilberforce Heath.’

  




  

    His voice was loud enough to silence the most recalcitrant boy, and he always suffered from sinus trouble so that he said: ‘By dabe is Heath; Erdest Wilberforce Heath.’

  




  

    Even his middle name was impressive. Better than Fred.

  




  

    He continued. ‘And if eddy of you think you are going to get the better of be id by lessods, you’ve got aduther think cubbing,’ at which point he whacked down the willow rod on the centre of the table and thirty-two pairs of hands were withdrawn faster than the speed of light. He never needed to do it again.

  




  

    In his sergeant-major-like fashion he would give short shrift to time-wasters, yet never failed to offer encouragement when he saw a glimmer of hope and interest in a pupil. But after that first term I was never in his class. I had more academic subjects to tackle.

  




  

    I battled on until I was fifteen. My proposed O levels were a year off by then, apart from Art, which I was allowed to take a year early. Lined up for my future delectation were the delights of Maths and French and Physics, and English where my prowess seemed not to impress my teacher. I would sit in the classroom and gaze out of the window at the distant purple of the moors, longing to be out in the fresh air. If I were a gardener I could be.

  




  

    We had no careers talks that I can remember. It was my dad I confided in. I told him I wanted to be a gardener. He didn’t say much, and I thought he hadn’t really taken it in.

  




  

    Without telling me, Mum and Dad went to see the headmaster, H.C. Braban, a poker-faced man who always looked as though he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. It was a large school, packed with eleven plus failures from the near-misses to the no-chancers. To his enduring credit he suggested that they did not discourage me.

  




  

    ‘There are too few gardeners in the world,’ he said. ‘If your son wants to be one of them, it might be best to let him try.’ They came home and told me so. I can remember feeling relieved. And scared.

  




  

    ‘What about my O levels?’

  




  

    ‘He says you can leave this summer, if you want. You don’t have to take them.’

  




  

    This didn’t seem right. I had listened to enough teachers who warned of the perils of not taking your GCEs. Of how you would be unemployable. How for the rest of your life you would regret your earlier misdemeanours when all your friends were doing well and you were struggling at the bottom of the ladder.

  




  

    My dad said, ‘It’s up to you,’ and then, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

  




  

    A week later he came back from his cleaning stint at the fire station. ‘Wally Gell says they’ve a vacancy at the council nursery for an apprentice. You can start in August, if you want.’

  




  

    Did I want?

  




  

    I couldn’t believe my luck.

  




  

    I passed my Art O level at fifteen, and began work at Ilkley Urban District Council Parks Department nursery during the first week in August 1964.

  




  

    On my first morning I was interviewed by the Parks Superintendent, Hector Mutlow, a small, neat gent with a khaki-coloured mac and a flat tweed cap. He had a reedy, creaky voice and asked me, very sternly, if I was sure that this was what I wanted to do. I told him it was. He cleared his throat, put his hands behind his back and leaned against the side of the grey van that bore his name on the offside valance: ‘Ilkley U.D.C. Parks Dept. H.L. Mutlow, Parks Supt.,’ it said, in neat, black letters.

  




  

    ‘I don’t want you to do anything hasty,’ he said gravely. ‘Anything that you might regret later.’

  




  

    I shook my head obediently.

  




  

    ‘So why don’t you come and work a fortnight for nothing to see if you like it. If you do, I’ll take you on.’

  




  

    I thanked him profusely. It was years before I tumbled to his ruse. But I did like it. It came as a revelation that I could make a living out of my greatest passion. Even acting didn’t give me the thrill that I found in growing plants.

  




  

    With Mr Mutlow’s words of warning ringing in my ears, I was put into the care of the Parks foreman, Ken Wilson, who gave me a denim apron (woe betide my mother if she called it a pinny), a budding knife and an instruction to follow him.

  




  

    He led me to a long, white-painted Victorian greenhouse, the central section taller than the two lower ends. He turned the brass doorknob and ushered me in. ‘These are yours,’ he said.

  




  

    I stared at him, disbelieving. ‘What do you mean?’

  




  

    ‘These are yours to look after. They’ll be a bit bigger than the ones you’re used to.’ He smiled and left me alone in the cathedral-like silence of the ancient greenhouse on whose gravel-covered staging stood serried ranks of celosia – Prince of Wales’ feathers – and geraniums. All I could hear was the drip, drip, drip of water falling from the freshly watered pots into the sunken tanks beneath the staging where I would dunk my watering can for the next four years.

  




  

    For a while I couldn’t move. I just stared. Then I walked slowly down the path, looking at the plants to right and left, occasionally touching a pot, or a flower. I stuffed my hands deep into the pocket of my apron. Mine. To look after. Like the clear dawning of a day, I realised at that moment that I could spend my life in the fresh air, growing plants, and that I would even get paid for the pleasure.

  




  

    The wage packet confirmed it. For my first week’s work I was given three pounds, eight shillings and sixpence. I gave it to my mum, and she gave me back ten bob.
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    Alan the Gardener

  




  

    ‘Most of us imagine that we can choose the particular job we want in life. In my experience it is the job and the life which chooses us.’

  




  

    Ernest Asher, Early Aspirations, 1962

  




  

    Little Lane nursery was a ten-minute bike-ride from Nelson Road. Handy. But work began at 7.45 a.m., so I was up at seven, out by half past and parking my bike under the loam shed by twenty to eight.

  




  

    It’s hard to overstate the sense of freedom I felt on starting work. It was tough, yes; my fellow apprentice Mick Ware saw to that – he was the hardest worker I’ve ever met, and expected me to keep up with him. Tea breaks were unheard of. You drank your tea while you worked, shovelling compost, potting plants, or sowing tray after tray of bedding plants. But I was doing a job that I loved, and my brain, once a confused rag-bag of mixed emotions and frustrations, turned almost overnight into something with the absorbency of a sponge.

  




  

    I was sent to day-release classes in Shipley, near Bradford, to study for my City & Guilds in Horticulture. It all came as a surprise to Dad who imagined that, as in his father’s day, gardening was manual labour, not something that involved much in the way of ‘book learning’.

  




  

    For the first time in my life I was coming home with progress reports which, instead of ‘Alan means well, but his intentions are not always fulfilled’, now said, ‘An attentive student. By far the best in his class.’ I even won prizes. And received letters of congratulation:
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