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Preface





When I finally packed it in as a news broadcaster, the question I was asked most often was ‘When are you going to write it all down?’


There were two problems. For someone whose stock-in-trade was writing a 200-word news story for a national bulletin, it was a daunting task. How on earth was I going to break the habit of a lifetime and write tens of thousands of words? And secondly, there could be no prospect of writing it all down. Life’s too short. I decided to write down what I most wanted to write about.


The big problem was getting started. Two things happened that meant I couldn’t put it off any longer: my wife Sylvia went through the mass of material I had hoarded during my career – cuttings, letters, jottings, articles and photographs – put them into different boxes in some kind of order, and stacked them around my desk at home. I marvelled at how little I had thrown away, yet day after day those boxes sat there reproachfully.


Then out of the blue came the letter that kick-started everything. It was from the distinguished literary agent Michael Sissons, and said simply ‘I hear that you are writing your memoirs. Can we keep it in the family?’ Well, even though we are not related, Michael gave me what I needed – encouragement, wise suggestions… and a deadline. Fiona Petheram, his cheerful and perceptive assistant, also made me feel that this was something they believed in. Both seemed a lot happier when I actually produced some text. Here’s the result.


I did not keep a comprehensive diary, but among all the stuff that I didn’t throw away were my pocket diaries with my assignments, lunches and appointments in them. They were very useful in establishing chronology. But the major source for this book is memory; and not just my own, which is vivid enough on most of the events described. No, the secret weapon is my wife’s memory. Sylvia has prodigious powers of recall, and was an observer, confidante and adviser throughout my working life. In my last few years at the BBC I also took to writing myself the occasional aide-memoire after an event or experience that I felt particularly strongly about. But if any of these sources are in error, then the responsibility is mine.


One decision that I had to take was how much of the book I should submit to the scrutiny of old friends, colleagues and mentors. I decided that I wouldn’t, not because I don’t have the utmost respect for their views, but because I wanted this book to be mine and mine alone. There is one exception to this: the lengthy chapter on my experience as chairman of Question Time. To be absolutely certain that my memory and observations had been as fair, accurate and impartial as possible, and not coloured by some of the scars I picked up, I asked Audrey Bradley to look it over. Audrey, who worked on Question Time for fifteen years, made some suggestions which I incorporated, and gave me the assurance of her approval. I am as grateful to her today as I was for her support and advice when we worked together. My gratitude also goes to my old friend Reg Turnill, whose insights and good humour helped me refine the conclusions to this book.


Talking of old friends and friendships, there are those who are not mentioned in my narrative, but whose mark is also there. Among them, that brilliant writer Rosalind Miles, who has been a source of wisdom, wit and fun since we first met at Oxford. But I have been fortunate to know them all.


These acknowledgements would not be complete without registering my sincere thanks and appreciation to Iain Dale and Biteback Publishing. Iain, besides being a great encouragement, made sure I had an excellent editor, Sam Carter – an alumnus incidentally of my old Oxford college. Sam made few suggestions that I didn’t act upon, and that weren’t an improvement on my initial effort. My thanks to him also.


Finally, when you set out to write something like this, it reminds you of the many people you’ve relied on, and who invested a little bit of themselves in you: ITN’s great editors, Geoffrey Cox, Nigel Ryan, David Nicholas, Stewart Purvis and Richard Tait and many other unsung heroes like Frank Miles, Derek Dowsett and Chris Barlow. At the BBC, Ron Neil and Tony Hall and exceptional programme editors like Eileen Fitt, Jonathan Baker and Kevin Bakhurst . Then there’s Sue Knight and Sue Ayton, whose agency loyally represents so many news presenters, but whose very first customer from among them was me.


I have mentioned Sylvia, to whom I owe so much. But we are both fortunate in our three children, Michael, Jonathan and Kate, who could always be relied upon to put my ups and downs into perspective with humour and loving support. And last but not least, you will get to know a little in this book of my three brothers, Clifford, John and David. For me, our closeness has always been another great strength and comfort.


None of this, however, would have been written at all had it not been for Cyril Page, the ITN cameraman with whom I was sent to Biafra in 1968. But for the clear thinking and resourcefulness of Cyril and his sound man, Archie Howell, I would have been dead at the age of twenty-six. Cyril died in December 2010 at the age of eighty-nine. There are some debts you can never repay.
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Introduction





I never saw the soldier who shot me, even though he was no more than ten yards away. In the baking afternoon heat of the Nigerian bush, the only warning I got was a rustle of twigs and grass, and the clatter-click of a fresh magazine being banged into an automatic rifle. Instinctively, I dived head first into the cover of a shell-hole.


But I was a second too late. With both legs angled in the air, one round, just one round, of a long, deafening burst of machine gun fire, tore through both my thighs.


No pain, just a sickening, tearing jab.


My first thought was that I might just be OK.


That didn’t last long.


Clatter-click again. Another magazine loaded.


I pressed myself into the burnt and putrid earth of the shallow depression, the panic welling up inside me. A pause. Then, as I winced and twitched in fear, the bullets again exploded in my direction, sprayed wider, some kicking up the rim of soil inches from my face.


Silence again. Movement in the bush, but now going away from me. I had just had his parting shots.


Relief swept over me. I waited a couple of minutes, then slowly and silently rolled over onto my back. What I saw turned relief into angry resignation. From my waist to my knees, my beige slacks were soaked in blood. I had never seen so much blood. The inside of my right leg was a gaping exit wound, torn fabric laced into torn flesh. Soil from the crater rim was trickling into it, as more blood oozed out, making a sort of red mud. I felt faint, and accepted that I was likely to die.


Unknown to me, one of my companions in the small group of reporters I had set off with that morning was already dead – shot in the back as he stood up to take a picture. As night fell, half conscious, weakened by loss of blood and in increasing pain, I was lying next to his corpse. We bounced along together on the floor of a truck which was slowly negotiating potholes on a tortuous sixty-mile drive to safety and the beginnings of medical help.


The traumatic events of the ambush on that October day, more than forty years ago, are still vivid in my memory. I was a 26-year-old TV reporter with Britain’s newest and most exciting TV news programme – ITN’s News at Ten. I had been reporting less than two years, after a thirty-month apprenticeship as a graduate trainee, writing scripts, doing voiceovers and news casting the late-night headlines. I suppose that today it would be called a meteoric rise and it was judged by my superiors that I had a promising career ahead as one of ITN’s small, prestigious and glamorous group of top international correspondents. The assignment in Biafra was not my first taste of war – I had acquitted myself well in the aftermath of the Six-Day War in the Middle East the year before. As an up-and-coming reporter, the world was at my feet. Then, one high velocity 7.62mm round changed everything.
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I remember that day for more mundane reasons. Every day since my close encounter with the grim reaper, the pain of my wounds has remained with me. For the first few years it was severe, requiring powerful painkillers to enable me to go on working. Gradually the pain eased. But to this day it is always there in the background, and any long period on my feet makes it much worse. The pills are always in my briefcase. Despite numerous skin grafts, there’s also the disfigurement of scarring, and highly visible wasting of my left leg because of nerve damage.


My injuries sustained in that ambush in the Biafran war could have ended my career there and then. Foreign correspondents covering the world’s trouble spots have to be fit, they have to be able to run, they have to be reasonably nimble – anything less could put them and, more importantly, the camera crew accompanying them at risk. However good my surgeons – and they were very good – I would never again be in that league physically.


And yet, it was not the end of my career – quite the opposite. Never has there been a truer saying than as one door closes, another opens. The new door was opened for me by the big guns of Britain’s trade union movement, their battles throughout the 1970s with the governments of Heath, Wilson and Callaghan, and the consequent massive economic damage that was inflicted on the nation.


After more than a year of operations and grafts and a pioneering tendon transplant, I held out hopes of going out again on the big foreign assignments. But wiser heads than mine saw the opening for me before I did. As industrial hostilities opened, I was sent to a different front line, but this one was in my own country. In my new role as ITN’s Industrial Editor, I spent the best part of the 1970s reporting the decade’s biggest domestic story – the trench warfare between government and unions, and the nation’s fight for economic survival. It kept me on television night after night. I grew up as a reporter, presenter and – more and more – as a newscaster. My reporting, I believe, also generally earned the respect of all sides during this deeply divisive period. I learned the meaning and the importance of journalistic balance.


So it was that after the cordite, blood and muck of that Nigerian ambush, my career path took off in a way undreamt of at the time. I spent another twenty years at ITN, years that were to end in the most remarkable acrimony when the BBC poached me in 1989. At the time I was on the crest of a wave, presenting ITN’s acclaimed Channel Four News, and part of ITN’s response was to sue me in person for damaging the programme by leaving. Writs flew, and as the date for a full court hearing approached, the BBC settled by paying ITN a transfer fee – something unknown in news broadcasting. For the next twenty years I settled down to a new working life and journalistic culture at the BBC’s imposing but soulless Television Centre. But how lucky can you get? With both employers – inside and outside the commercial sector – I did the sort of work that the hundreds of thousands of young people trying to get into television journalism would have killed for. I got to present practically every terrestrial network news bulletin on all channels. At ITN I reported for, co-anchored or anchored many special programmes – on elections, Budgets and America’s space programme. I was chosen to be the launch presenter for the ground-breaking Channel Four News and helped it win three BAFTA awards with some landmark television journalism. I chaired the only face-to-face debate during the year-long miners’ strike between the miners’ leader and the Coal Board chief. And I was the first reporter let into the nuclear facility at Sellafield, being given unconditional and unrestricted access to this most secretive place. Once Channel Four News had recovered from its disastrous and depressing launch, I found that I had become a hot property, and the BBC came sniffing around more than once. The first move they made, under conditions of great secrecy, was when John Birt, then the BBC’s Deputy Director General, offered me the job of BBC Political Editor. I turned it down, a year or two later choosing another BBC offer that I couldn’t refuse – to succeed Sir Robin Day as chairman of the BBC’s flagship discussion programme Question Time, one of the toughest challenges in the business.


On Question Time, despite many unsettling changes in the production team, I helped to keep the programme as popular as ever, and its panels as compelling. I persuaded the Lord Chief Justice of England to appear – the first and only time the holder of that office has appeared on such a programme. We began to take the programme around the country regularly, addressing the great regional concerns as well as national issues. Also at the BBC, besides the privilege of sitting in Sir Robin’s chair, at various times I presented all the main national news bulletins – the Six, the Nine, and the Ten, and deputised for Sir David Frost on countless occasions on Breakfast with Frost. I was on duty the day that Diana, Princess of Wales was killed, and when the Queen Mother died. On the latter occasion, carrying out the BBC’s orders not to wear a black tie, I was shocked to become, in certain quarters, an overnight hate figure. I have been Newscaster of the Year, been voted best front of camera performer by the Guild of Broadcast Journalists and won the top award of the Royal Television Society, the Judges’ Award.


News was my life; it defined me as a person. But I knew the day would come when I would want to bring down the curtain.
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About a year before I actually left the BBC at the end of June 2009, I told the head of the newsroom at the BBC that I was seeing out what would probably be my last contract. By then I had wound down considerably, confined to shifts on the BBC News Channel, formerly BBC News 24.


I decided on a low-key exit, and kept my plans secret from all but one or two senior colleagues. I had been to many leaving parties at the BBC, and decided I didn’t want one; some can be rather forced affairs. On one such occasion, as the drink flowed, a management figure who a few minutes previously had made a speech lamenting the departure of the retiring colleague was telling anyone who would listen what a shit he was. Better not to have a leaving do, particularly as I was not sure how I would have been affected if it were for me.


As the day of my last appearance drew nearer, I wondered how to sign off. Should I steal a few final seconds to make a little speech to the viewers, looking them in the eye and saying a tearful goodbye, Hollywood style? I toyed with the idea, and decided that would just be self indulgent. So I just did what I always do, signing off as normal. It was only as I unclipped the microphone and took out my earpiece that the significance of the moment hit me. After forty-five years it was all over. I walked the few yards from the studio to the make-up room. While I cleaned off the powder and foundation, I told the make-up artist on duty that it was the last time I would have to do it. She started to cry. It crossed my mind that I should go into the newsroom, fling a pile of papers in the air and yell ‘I’m off!’


A few more paces, and I was in that vast newsroom. A final glance around. Everyone preoccupied at terminals and keyboards. I could have stripped naked and no one would have looked up. My usual desk was already occupied – ‘hot desking’, as they call it, means no one gets permanent ownership of a work station. I pushed my few bits and pieces into my briefcase, walked to the car park, swung the Volvo out into Wood Lane for the last time, and headed for home. Behind me, inside Television Centre, the mighty BBC multimedia news factory ground on into the night.


After spending so many weeks wondering how I would react, I felt no sadness. I had clearly made the right decision to go. But as I negotiated the traffic round Shepherd’s Bush Green, the thoughts came crowding in.


Would I miss the scores of excellent colleagues with whom I had worked at the BBC? The reality was that all but one or two of my generation had already retired. I had worked more recently with several good young producers, but I had older suits than some of them. What they had in common was that they were all looking for leadership, and all they got was management. Come to think of it, although, as a senior presenter, I once had easy access to the BBC’s bosses, I didn’t now know more than one or two of the people who were in charge of the BBC’s journalism. I’d certainly never held a conversation with the Director of News in the five years she’d been in post, and she was rarely seen in the newsroom. If I’d had that leaving party and she’d turned up to make the valedictory speech, I think someone would have had to introduce us. It would have been embarrassing. It was, indeed, time to go.


But if I felt little emotion about leaving the place, I didn’t feel empty. My working life had been far too eventful for that. I just had no particular feelings about leaving the BBC.
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Forty-four years and ten months previously I had walked into another newsroom, in another journalistic world. At the age of twenty-two, fresh from Oxford, I had been taken on as a graduate trainee at the fledgling Independent Television News. Being one of only two ITN trainees recruited that year was the first and the greatest thing ever to happen to me in my professional life.


The contrast with the BBC I was now leaving could not be greater. Excitement was in the air. ITN was expanding – indeed for the twenty-five years I was at ITN the company grew, year by year. Jobs were secure. There was an esprit de corps, which exists to this day among the ITN pensioners and veterans of that era. We were frontiersmen and women, making the running, and writing the handbook about how TV news should be presented and how we should report on the world. Broadcast political reporting was practically re-invented, with Robin Day pioneering the art of the modern interview. ITN’s mission was to drag broadcast news into a new era, and all my formative years in TV journalism were spent helping to make those changes happen. The shared purpose was never inscribed anywhere but in the psyche of the people who worked at ITN, and it ran deep among them. It was the sort of spirit that I imagine you’d find in a crack regiment. It’s only a small thing, but after I left ITN, in 1989, I was invariably sent two pocket diaries at the end of each year for my use in the next, an ITN one, and a BBC one. In twenty years at the BBC, I always had an ITN diary in my pocket.


And never far from my mind were the parting words from my Editor at ITN – that I should remember that the BBC wasn’t poaching me because of what I could offer them, but for the damage it could cause the successful programme I was leaving. The BBC has enormous strengths and great power. But for me it never found the secret of generating the loyalty that the ITN I knew was capable of inspiring. I know for certain it wasn’t always like that at the BBC. Generations of men and women dedicated their working lives to the Corporation. I know many of them personally. Some were almost married to the place. For them, the BBC was their life, and their loyalty was legendary.


So why do I want to write about it all? I have read memoirs by some in TV news, which, once I have put their books down, I have found them very difficult to pick up again. Each book of this type could easily have been re-titled All the wonderful things I’ve done in Television. What I wanted to know is not so much what they’ve done, but what they have learned about their industry, how they broke into it, how they survived in it, and what advice would they give to the tens of thousands of youngsters who aspire to join it. Who were their role models? What are their regrets? How would they judge their own strengths and weaknesses? Where is broadcast news going? Is it any longer, with its format of short segments crammed into twenty or twenty-five minutes, up to the task of reporting the complexity of the modern world in a balanced way?


I hope I can also bring the perspective of someone who had two professional lifetimes – one in independent, commercial television; the other in the world’s greatest public service broadcaster. Throughout that time, of course, my personal views were largely – and rightly – suppressed, constrained by strict guidelines requiring balance and impartiality. Indeed, in my case, all that became a lifetime’s habit, as well as a professional requirement. That can now be cast off, but I hope with not too much reckless abandon. Oh, I don’t know…


My story, like many of my generation and background, is of someone who made his own luck, without the cocoon of family money and contacts, social elevation or of an expensive private education. Many of us were born during the war, and knew the hardship of the post-war years. We can be emotional people, which, however hard we strive to be detached, can colour our reporting. But it also puts us close to the pulse of the mass of the people we are supposed to serve. And most of us can’t believe the good fortune that has allowed us to spend our working lives doing something undreamt of by our forebears, and which has actually been enjoyable.



















Chapter 1


My Liverpool Home





I had the best possible start in life. No posh house, no silver spoon, no money, my home city in ruins; but my generation were not ground down by it. We were the Beatles generation. I was born in Liverpool in 1942, six months after the final raids by the Luftwaffe which had turned large tracts of the city into a wasteland. Enemy bombers were under instructions to destroy Liverpool, not least because it was the headquarters of the war being waged against their U-boats in the Atlantic. All my earliest memories were of endless bomb sites, ruined churches, queues for everything, the grimness of a city that had suffered more extensive damage from German bombs than anywhere apart from London.


I am the third of four boys – two born before the war, one during, and one after. Our mother, Elsie, was the granddaughter of James McWilliam, the pier master at Princes Dock, the first dock next to the Pier Head on the right, as you face the Mersey. (Not many people know it was named, not after royalty, but after Princes Foods, whose gateway it was to the UK.) Elsie was brought up by her grandparents, and spent her early childhood in the imposing Georgian house that used to stand next to the Pier Head, but which was destroyed in the blitz. Its twin, the pier master’s house on the Albert Dock, can be seen to this day. She had a gentle, compassionate nature, which never deserted her. I remember her telling me how she and her friends used to play in the local cemetery, and after a big funeral would go around the poorer graves giving each a little bunch of flowers from the generous pile of floral tributes left behind by the departing cortège.


My father, George Robert Percival Sissons, I know little about. I was never close to him. I do know he was born in Rotherham, but I know next to nothing about the family he came from. (Indeed, for years I believed that the family name Sissons wasn’t a Yorkshire name at all but a French import. I now know it is an ancient Anglo-Saxon surname, first recorded in the seventh century.)


George left school when he was thirteen and went to sea with the Larrinaga Steamship company of Liverpool. It was a famous old shipping line, with ships registered in sail and steam for more than 200 years. Neither of my parents had anything that could be called secondary education. Both attended the same inner city primary school, Granby Street, in the heart of Toxteth, but ten years apart. Granby Street School, in one of Liverpool’s poorest areas, gave them both copper-plate handwriting, meticulous grammar and spelling, and a lifetime ability with numbers. My mother, who left school when she was fourteen, always vowed that her children would have a proper education, and later made great sacrifices to make sure we all went to university. My father believed children should leave school as soon as possible, as he had done, and start working for a living. He had no interest that I could discern in any reading or learning beyond the basics. Music and art were strangers to him. The only books he ever opened were navy or navigational manuals. He laughed a lot at comedians on the radio, like Tommy Handley and Al Read.


My parents met when my mother was working in the beauty department at Lewis’s, the City’s biggest store, and my father walked through in his merchant navy uniform. She was a striking natural red-head, and for many years her photo adorned the window of a leading Liverpool photographer, Fred Ash of Bold Street. Elsie lied about her age for most of her life. She didn’t want anyone to know she married at seventeen, and always said she was older than she was. I only found out her true age from the plate on her coffin.


Before I, her third child, came along, life was already hard for her, as it was for many women during wartime. A husband at sea for months and then years on end, barely enough money for essentials, no welfare state, and two little boys, Clifford and John, to bring up. A day or two after the declaration of war on 3 September 1939, her eldest boy Clifford, not yet six years of age, didn’t come home from school. Without warning, he had been labelled, issued with a gas mask, taken to the local station, and with the rest of the school placed on a train to north Wales, out of range of possible German bombing raids. There, in a bare village hall, total strangers picked out the children they wished to billet, starting with the most attractive. Cliff, peering in bewilderment through his wire spectacles, was one of the last chosen.


A few weeks later, Elsie was evacuated also, with two-year-old John – but to a farm ten miles from where Cliff had been placed. The family was reunited for two days at Christmas, when they were allowed back home because father had a couple of days’ leave. Then, for the whole of a bitter winter, it was back to separation in Wales. There were no air raids on Liverpool during that time, but it was April before their pointless evacuation ended. The German bombers did come, but four months after they’d returned home, and by then the only refuge on offer was an air-raid shelter.


For someone whose husband’s absences at sea effectively made her a single mother, with no structure of social services to lean on, it was, for Elsie Sissons, a time of many tears and much sacrifice. And it got worse. Unknown to Elsie, the evacuation of her and her son John to that Welsh farm nearly cost John his life – the nice farm milk he’d been drinking straight from the cow had gave him tuberculosis of the lymph glands in his neck. A few months after returning from Wales, with John now three, his mother noticed the lump. The tragedy was that the tuberculosis was misdiagnosed as Hodgkin’s Disease, a form of cancer far less survivable than it is today, so all through the Liverpool blitz of 1940 and 1941 my mother had to take her little son John in and out of hospital for aggressive radiotherapy which he didn’t need. That unnecessary treatment started a ticking time bomb. Twelve years later it triggered cancer of the thyroid, and my mother and father were told that John, by now fifteen, had only six months to live – news they kept from him. Against the odds, he has survived and thrived, not least due to a cheerful determination to live life to the full – but that prognosis in his teens put paid to his ambition to be a doctor. No one thought he would last the course.


I was born on 17 July 1942, in Smithdown Road Hospital, formerly a workhouse, and now replaced by an Asda supermarket. A few days before I was due, my mother was desperate because she had no one to look after Cliff and John while she went into hospital – my father had sailed back to the war from a still-smouldering Liverpool waterfront some weeks earlier. In one of the local shops it all became too much for her and she burst into tears. A kind lady – a total stranger – asked her what the problem was. On being told, there and then she took in Cliff and John and looked after them until mother came out of hospital with me, her new baby.


By the time I was born, John was on the mend, but then there was another hammer blow. Having found a lump in John’s neck two years before, my mother found me very listless in my pram, with a lump in my groin. I was only three months old. It was diagnosed as an abscess, and operated on as an emergency in Alder Hey hospital. In hospital I developed paratyphoid and mum was told that I was not expected to live. She told me many years later that I was so emaciated that when she folded back the hospital blanket covering me she folded my little body back with it. I still have the scars on my arms and legs where intravenous drips kept me alive. My eldest brother, Cliff, lost count of the times when, first with John and then with me, my mother would return from visiting us in hospital sobbing her heart out. To add to her agony, some time before I was born she miscarried a baby girl. She wanted a girl so much. But her grief was kept largely to herself.


As we grew up, the constant additional worry, of course, was money. After paying the rent there was often nothing left, and she concealed from us her visits to the pawn shop, where she occasionally parted with the only thing of value she owned, her engagement ring. New clothes or new shoes were a rarity – mother was an expert at making do and mending, as clothes were passed down from child to child and between families. Food was simple – cheap cuts like scrag end of lamb, stewed with vegetables – but always tasty, and our diets were supplemented with free orange juice and cod liver oil from the government. We weren’t always in the best of health. Childhood diseases like measles were common, and we were almost encouraged to catch them to get it over with when other children in the street were infected.


In early years my life – and that of other kids – was blighted by the recurrence of two complaints in particular, then euphemistically called ‘heat spots’ and ‘bilious attacks’. It was only many years later that I found out that the former were actually flea bites, and the latter was common food poisoning, caused by the lack of any facility to store fresh food.


By now my mother and we three boys were living in a tiny three-bedroomed terraced house, Number 4, Ingleton Road, a few yards from Penny Lane Hill, at the point where the main railway line passes under the road. Ingleton Road is about 100 yards long, with a red-brick terrace on either side, and behind each terrace is a ‘back entry’, a narrow cobbled lane. The hallmark of a well-kept house in Ingleton Road, as it was throughout most northern towns, was a spotless front doorstep. At least once a week, in a ritual performed on hands and knees, the step had to be ‘stoned’ – abraded by the housewife with a flat stone until it looked like new. Anything less signalled a lack of pride in hearth and home.


Our local shops were in Penny Lane. The house originally had no bathroom, but my parents had a bath put into the smallest bedroom, and we three boys all shared the second bedroom. The lavatory was at the end of the small backyard. Under the beds, we had some copious chamber-pots. The only source of heating and hot water was a black cast-iron range in the kitchen. Upstairs, the house was cold. In the winter of 1947, when the snow lay three feet deep outside, it was like an icebox.


My earliest memories are of the VE day party in the street, when I was just under three years of age. A Union Jack paper hat, rows of trestle tables, jam sandwiches, jelly and evaporated milk.


I also remember my brothers taking me in my pushchair to a huge open space in Liverpool, known as The Mystery, where German and Italian prisoners-of-war were encamped. My brothers swapped Woodbines and chocolate for their badges and medals. In the house there was a boxful of wartime relics – mostly tail fins from incendiary bombs which had been picked out of the street after air raids. In The Mystery, there were also a number of barrage balloons, tied to their trailers. I burst into tears when John threatened to stick a pin in one of them.
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I remember well the day the father I had never seen came back from the war. We knew he was coming. I had talked about it with other children in the street. One or two told me, matter of fact, that their fathers would not be coming home. They had gone to heaven instead. It was a sunny summer day, and we were all playing outside, when down the short street he came – in his lieutenant’s uniform, and carrying his kitbag and an enormous net full of coconuts, things none of us had ever seen before. I knew he was my father, because someone said so. But, in reality, he was a stranger.


And then it became a day I’d rather forget, and which coloured my relationship with him for the rest of his life.


That evening, relaxing with his young family for the first time in more than three years, my father lost his temper with me, the three-year-old son he’d just met. I said something cheeky when he suggested it was my bedtime – I think the words I used to him were ‘Who do you think you are?’ His response was violent and, for me, painful. I got what he called ‘a good thrashing’. It was to remain my father’s stock response to a cheeky or insubordinate child for many years, and it killed our relationship before it had a chance to begin. Some have suggested that my memory of that day – the memory of a small child – was not my own, but must have been recounted to me subsequently, colouring my judgement. But the event was so vivid, and so instantly traumatic, that I simply don’t believe that can be the case. I could never have written about it while my mother was alive, but despite her attempts in later life to mitigate the damage, I felt not a shred of affection for my father after that incident on the day I first met him. I believe that the attitude of my brothers mellowed with time, but mine didn’t.


My relationship with my mother was a total contrast. She was a saint. She brought us up simply and well, making great personal sacrifices. Crucially, for all of us, she believed that the best thing that could happen for her boys was a good education. As soon as I could read, I read constantly. I always had three or four books on the go from the public library, and spent many hours browsing its shelves. All four of us – my younger brother David was born when I was seven – went to university, and two became doctors. Cliff blazed the trail, qualifying in Medicine at Liverpool University. John wanted to do the same, but was discouraged because of his dire cancer prognosis, although he was kept in the dark about it. He read Classics at London University. I went to Oxford, and David also qualified in Medicine at Liverpool. I and my brothers owe our mother everything. I miss her every day.
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Despite the shadow cast by my relationship with my father, I had, for the most part, a happy, carefree childhood.


At the age of five I went to the primary school both my elder brothers had attended, Dovedale Road School, just off Penny Lane, and a few hundred yards from our house. There was quite a build-up to the big day, with my mother announcing finally that today was the day Peter Goes to School. All went well, we played with a sand table for most of the time, and I loved the nice motherly teacher, Miss Thomas.


The next day was more of a shock to my young system – I hadn’t realised you had to go to school every day.


Dovedale Road was a traditional combined primary and junior school, built in 1908, which gave practically all its intake a good grounding in the basics. A mixture of red brick, institutional tiling and corrugated iron, inside its iron-railinged playgrounds stood the brick and concrete air raid shelters erected in 1940. They were there until recently.


When I joined the school, a boy named John Lennon was in the year ahead of me. After I’d been there a year, the new intake included one George Harrison. Besides having half the Beatles, also at Dovedale Road at that time was a boy called Jimmy Tarbuck, who, less than fifteen years later, was to burst onto the national scene, via the stage of the London Palladium, and become a comic legend. In later life, none of us remembered knowing any one of the others at Dovedale, but years later a photograph came to light of a group of youngsters on the beach at the school’s annual camp on the Isle of Man. The Daily Mail, which published it, had identified George, John and Jimmy, and asked its readers if they knew any of the others. As soon as my wife and I saw it, we knew one of the others was me.


Dovedale Road, with a catchment area that included some of the poorest parts of Liverpool, as well as middle-class Mossley Hill, was bursting at the seams after the war, as the products of the baby boom flooded in. There were fifty children in my class – and that was not uncommon. Looking after dozens of lively kids, and others clearly traumatised by bereavement or other wartime experiences, was tough work for the teaching staff – some teachers had so little energy left towards the end of the day that they instructed their classes to rest their heads on the desk for ten minutes until the bell went. And when the children did, you could hear a pin drop. Despite the class sizes, most teachers appeared to have little problem with discipline. If things got rowdy, we were all commanded to put our hands on our heads. It usually restored order, or at least gave the teacher a breathing space. In our class we had one child, Stanley Williams, who helped to give the teacher a break with his gripping stories. Stanley was a gifted story teller. He came to the front of the class, usually egged on by the rest of us, and, completely off the cuff, told fantastic tales of the adventures of Tom Thumb. Stanley deputised for our grateful and exhausted class teacher on many occasions, and held us spellbound. Fifty years later he wrote to me, with some moving memories of that time. He had become a schoolmaster in Scotland. What lucky kids he taught!


When, at Dovedale Road, we moved from the Infants to the Juniors, discipline became more of a problem, with one or two teachers relying on fear to keep order. The choice of weapon of one teacher in particular was a short frayed cane, used on your hands or the back of your legs, and used often. Someone remarked to me in later life that if that teacher had done that today, he’d probably have gone to jail. He certainly would have lost his job. Many years later, when I had become well known, I was invited to send my good wishes to the said teacher as he reached some milestone of old age. I’m afraid I made an excuse not to. Those recollections of reddened hands and raw legs marred how I recalled my days at Dovedale Road. And not just mine – many years later, in July 2000, my wife and I were paying our annual visit to the Hampton Court Flower Show.


It was the press day, and wasn’t very crowded, and suddenly I bumped into a vaguely familiar figure, grey and pale, wearing gardening clothes and a pork-pie hat. But he recognised me first. It was George Harrison, with his wife Olivia, looking for plants for their garden.


Seven months earlier, a crazed attacker, Michael Abram, had broken into their Oxfordshire home, and tried to kill them both. George had been repeatedly stabbed and badly wounded, Olivia less so, and their assailant was then awaiting trial. Sylvia and I, and George and Olivia, sat down in the shade of a large tree, I got us some tea, and we chatted for well over an hour. We talked about our memories of primary school and I mentioned the teacher with the addiction to corporal punishment. George knew instantly who I was talking about, and mentioned his experience with another at Dovedale who was also fond of using a stick. He said he’d gone home after school one day with weals on his wrists after being hit for some minor offence. Seeing the damage, his dad went straight round to the school, confronted the teacher, and threatened to knock his block off. It was the last time George was punished in that way.


However, what really shocked me that day, sitting in the afternoon sunshine at Hampton Court, was learning from George Harrison in graphic detail how close he had come to death on that December night when Abram broke into his house intent on murdering him. I had, as a news presenter, reported the attack and the trial. But that was different from hearing at first hand, and in horrific detail, how he and Olivia literally fought a bloody battle for their lives; how it was more than twenty minutes before the police arrived; how George believed he was going to die, as he was repeatedly stabbed, with Olivia raining blows on the attacker with anything that came to hand, to try to beat him off. If Olivia hadn’t been there, George would have been dead.


And burglary wasn’t the motive either. The police told George that after they’d overpowered Abram and were driving him away, he kept asking the officers one question: ‘I did kill him, didn’t I?’


Although our lives had developed in totally different ways, it was remarkable how easily George Harrison and I picked up on the events of our formative years. It was obvious to me that for those of us who belonged to that group of children, in that part of Liverpool, at that time, there remained so much that we would have in common for the rest of our lives. I count myself fortunate to have been one of them. Our values, our experiences, our innocence, the hardships our parents endured, and the sacrifices they made for us, tied us together. We were allowed to grow up, to have a childhood, without being bombarded by the cult of shallow celebrity. In his letter to me, all those years later, Stanley Williams – the Tom Thumb story teller – wrote movingly of those days. ‘Together,’ he wrote, ‘we enjoyed the unsurpassed sponsorship of a victorious post-war society which valued education only a little less than it did its children, who were seen as the inheritors of a new age of prosperity and peace.’


Stanley’s theory was that there was a ‘gene pool’ of exceptionally gifted pupils who attended Dovedale Road in the late 1940s and early 1950s – many of whom grew up to make significant, some immense, contributions to our culture.
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In our street, as in many others, from morning ’til night, on days when there was no school, we ‘played out’ until, as the shadows lengthened, and the street lights came on, our mothers called us in. Even after school, it was a quickly gulped-down tea, then out of the door to play. And there was no suggestion that that wasn’t safe – that just wasn’t an issue. All could play in the street because cars were rarely seen. Any oddball, suspicious strangers who hung around were usually seen off with ridicule or a well-aimed football. We had the self-confidence of street survivors with a sense of humour, constantly reinventing our own pastimes. We fished with bent pins and garden canes in the park lake, and were sometimes chased home by the park keeper.


During the long days of the school holidays, we became even more ingenious. We organised our own funfair, with used bus tickets as currency, devising a ghost train with an old pushchair through the air-raid shelters that stood in line at the back of our houses. Going on a proper family holiday somewhere was practically unknown, although Dovedale Road School for many years arranged that week-long Isle of Man camp, from which no pupil was excluded, even if they couldn’t afford the modest amount it cost. Family outings usually involved a day out to New Brighton, on what passed for a beach, reached by ferry across the Mersey. Hobbies had to be cheap – stamp collecting or noting down the numbers of the many locomotives, some very famous, that thundered along the line at the end of the road. My eldest brother tried keeping mice; you only needed a couple, and within weeks you had hundreds. Unfortunately, he came home from school one day to find that they had all escaped. Within days, the talk of the street was the mysterious rodent infestation and the Penny Lane chandlers had sold out of mousetraps. He never did own up.


No one had a telephone. But kids in adjacent houses tried to improvise even that … with two cocoa tins and a piece of string. Most houses had a radio of varying reliability and reception, but the word television meant nothing to us. On Saturday mornings the kids in the street were gathered together by a couple of the older girls, and off we went to the Grand cinema, Saturday Morning Club, in Smithdown Road, admission 3d. Our heroes were Flash Gordon and Roy Rogers.


One shadow over the Sissons childhood was our father’s allotment. After years at sea, he became obsessed with land-locked pursuits, especially those that might also save money. So in our tiny backyard he kept battery hens, and a mile away he rented an allotment. The hens were fed mounds of smelly mash to stimulate egg production, which also stimulated large mounds of steaming droppings. For some reason he chose Sunday mornings to muck out the hens, and then one of us kids had to put the stuff in a wheelbarrow and push it to the allotment.


We hated doing it. Pushing a barrow-load of stinking manure through the streets of genteel Mossley Hill, often passing our sniggering friends dressed in their Sunday best, who were off to chapel or church. It took many years before I put the shame of it all behind me, and could learn to see the point of gardening. Even today, although I love my garden, it would take more than the point of a gun to make me have an allotment. Or hens.


But perhaps the most significant thing about those early years was that I can’t remember ever being bored. And I was not alone in that. No child I knew, in the Liverpool of the late 1940s and 1950s, sat around waiting to be entertained. We made our own entertainment, and revelled in it. And the entertainment we made wasn’t second-best to ‘proper’ entertainment – but as good as, if not better than. What kept us occupied and amused took many forms. One development actually changed the face of entertainment across the world, as hundreds of Liverpool kids, inspired by the new sound of rock ’n’ roll then sweeping in from America, started making their own music – connecting the new idiom to the sentiments drawn from their own roots, their own experiences, even perhaps from their own gene pool. And, as we know, although some became better at it than others, it redefined the culture of a city and a generation. A look at the front page of the Liverpool Echo of the late 1950s, which carried hundreds of small-ads for different bands and groups, gives a vivid snapshot of what was going on.


The big milestone for all of us in the state education system was the eleven-plus, the exam that decided whether a child would go to one of Liverpool’s many excellent and long-established grammar schools, or be assigned to the secondary modern or technical system. The theory was that a decision could be made at that age, on the results of one exam, whether a child had academic qualities (with the prospect of going on to higher education) or should go down the path to a shorter and more general, practical education. The designers of the 1944 Education Act may not have meant the second option to be perceived as second best, but the staff of Dovedale Road left no one in any doubt what their view was. On the day of the eleven-plus results, the whole school was assembled, and the head teacher read out, one by one, the names of those who had passed. As the names were read out, the lucky ones went up to the platform, to the applause of staff and pupils. They were allowed the rest of the day off, to go home and tell their mothers. Those whose names were not read out knew only too well that they were failures.


The reward for many kids who passed the exam was a new bike – if your parents could afford it. Mine couldn’t. Instead, they bought me a second-hand one, a shiny Raleigh with a red frame, and I was thrilled. A few weeks later, one Saturday morning, I went to the shops for my mother and left the bike outside the butcher’s. When I came out, a man was looking closely at it. It had been stolen from him some months before. The police were briefly involved, and the bike was given back. My parents never got their £10 back, and I never got another bike of my own.


I had sat the eleven-plus early in 1953 at the grammar school that I aspired to attend – the Liverpool Institute High School for Boys. It was an easy choice for my parents to make, as both my older brothers had gone there, and my elder brother John was still in the sixth form when I arrived.


The Institute was a school with a great tradition. The building, with its frontage of classical columns in a street of tall and elegant Georgian houses, was completed in 1837, and though it had seen better days, and was increasingly overcrowded, boasted many striking features, including a horseshoe-shaped hall with a gallery. It had been, it is said, one of Charles Dickens’s favourite lecture venues. The whole place was daunting for a new boy. The staff wore their academic gowns, and the prefects wore the short, commoners’ gowns as worn at Oxford. The head boy got to wear a scholar’s gown, adorned down the front with a double stripe of green ribbon. The laboratories, lecture rooms and most of the classrooms and desks were straight out of the nineteenth century.


The headmaster, the last of the great Institute Heads, was J. R. Edwards MA – dapper, ramrod straight, immaculately groomed, feared but respected – even his footfall on a corridor enough to silence the most rowdy class. He was an Oxford classicist who himself taught the classical sixth. Both my brothers before me had read Latin, Greek and Ancient History, so I had no say in the matter – it was the Classics for me, for the next eight years. The Institute had standards. To get your name on the Honours Board, just inside the magnificent iron gates of the entrance hall, it was not enough to have got a place at a university. You had to get an Open Award at Oxford or Cambridge – a scholarship or an exhibition. In its heyday the Institute got plenty of those. In 1961, the year I left the school, it won eleven Open Awards to Oxford or Cambridge, nine of them in Mathematics – something no other school in the country could boast.


This great school served well most of the boys who attended it, although right from entry at eleven the boys were streamed by ability, and the less fortunate – even though they’d just passed the eleven-plus – found themselves on a slower track from which it was hard to escape.


But the school’s reputation for top-end results kept the intake growing. It was built to accommodate 600 pupils. By 1960 it had about a thousand. But the left-wing educational ideologues were circling, and by 1980 the Institute was literally falling apart, systematically and deliberately starved of resources for political reasons. When a council effectively controlled by the Militant Tendency took power in Liverpool in 1983 the school was killed off, and closed in 1985. Ironically, it was Sir Keith Joseph, Margaret Thatcher’s Education Secretary, who had to sign the death warrant. I was there on the July night that we performed the last rites. The highlight was an appearance by the legendary J. R. Edwards himself, who spoke with dignity, but with barely disguised bitterness and sorrow, at the great school’s demise.


I spoke too, as did other old boys Bill Kenwright and Steve Norris. There was no sign of another famous alumnus, Derek Hatton, darling of the Militants, who had helped to put the knife in. He wasn’t the darling of anybody in the great decaying hall of his old school that night.


By great good fortune, however, the long-term survival of the Liverpool Institute, and its eventual restoration, refurbishment and rejuvenation, had been assured thirty-two years earlier, on the day I joined the school in September 1953.


Because, on the same day, there was another boy among the new intake – James Paul McCartney. A month before I entered the world in Smithdown Road hospital, he had been born a few miles away in Walton hospital, where his mother was a nurse.


To my knowledge, Paul never forgot the debt he owed to his old school, and the start in life it gave him. Whenever we discuss those days now, he speaks of the place with affection. Part of that was the fine old building itself, a place of uniqueness and style, and Paul was deeply affected when in later years he saw how derelict it had become, and vowed to rescue it. More than that, Paul McCartney was deeply influenced by what went on inside it, and not much more than ten years after it closed he ensured that it opened again as the Liverpool Institute of the Performing Arts.


Paul himself has paid generous tribute to how his development was influenced by some quite special teachers. Foremost among them was Alan Durband, a young teacher of English, who brought to his classes not just a love of texts, but of ideas. Alan, by whom it was also my good fortune to be taught, discussed anything and everything with his pupils. He was an idealist who never pushed his ideas on his pupils. The first time I became aware of the depth of his personal idealism was one winter’s night, when my girlfriend Sylvia and I walked up the hill from my home to the small Woolton Cinema. The film was the classic anti-war movie On the Beach, based on the Nevil Shute novel, telling the powerful story of a submarine crew who find themselves among the few survivors of a nuclear war. Alan Durband was standing outside the cinema, in the bitter cold, handing out CND leaflets.


But Alan never took his political beliefs into the classroom. He himself had been a pupil at the Liverpool Institute – he’d been Vice Head Boy – and when he left the school after the war he had to choose between National Service in the armed forces or working down the pits in the coal industry. He chose the latter – others were simply conscripted into the pits – and became one of Britain’s 48,000 Bevin Boys. But Alan paid a price, with permanent damage to his lungs and heart, which was eventually to shorten his life. He saw the duty of the teacher as not to proselytise, rather to teach his pupils to ask questions, and never to be afraid to ask the obvious or query conventional wisdom.


He never differentiated between highbrow and lowbrow – all knowledge was of value. It made all the boys who came under his influence more acute observers of the world around them. There was no question he himself dodged. I remember the news leaking out to his class that Alan had got married the weekend before, and we started to pull his leg about it. Then someone asked him ‘Sir, why did you get married?’ and he thought for a moment and said, ‘It was the nesting instinct.’ I’ve never before or since heard a better reason for getting married, or a more expressive defence of the institution. The way he engaged with us was the mark of a great teacher.


Alan’s heart finally gave out in 1993 at the early age of sixty-six, but the Sissons family played a small part in him reaching even that age. Five years earlier, his wife Audrey had telephoned to tell me he was desperately ill. I took my eldest brother Cliff, by then an eminent consultant cardiologist, to see him at his cottage near Oswestry. Cliff examined him, arranged for some further tests, and totally changed his medication and care regime. That day, and many subsequent visits to Cliff’s out-patient clinics, transformed and extended Alan’s life, giving the educational and artistic scene which he graced a few more years of this remarkable man.


His legacy is hundreds of fortunate pupils who will never forget him, and the many artistic causes that he fought for – including the founding of Liverpool’s Everyman Theatre, which nurtured such talents as Bill Nighy, Pete Postlethwaite, Jonathan Pryce and Julie Walters. He also leaves a collection of translations of Shakespeare’s plays into modern English – Shakespeare Made Easy – which were born out of his efforts to engage student teachers who themselves couldn’t make head or tail of the Bard’s works, let alone teach a class about them. Four years before Alan died, he was tickled to get a call, out of the blue, from Dustin Hoffman, who was doing his first Shakespeare as Shylock in the West End. The great American actor, with the help of Alan’s Merchant of Venice paperback – original text on one page, plain English translation facing it – made a stunning success of his debut.


But Alan’s place in folklore is assured by his influence on one boy – James Paul McCartney. At the outset he wasn’t to know that in McCartney lay the genius to become a giant of popular culture; he treated all boys the same if they were interested in learning. But he lived long enough to have the satisfaction of knowing that he surely had a hand in Paul McCartney developing to his fullest potential.


With hindsight, I can see clearly now where the roots of my interest in journalism came from. It just became second nature to value good writing, and appreciate the power of words. It wasn’t always the case. For a year or two in my teens, after someone gave me a second-hand chemistry set, I dreamed of being a scientist. I set up an elaborate experiment in the kitchen, heating various noxious things in my mother’s pan in an attempt to make soap, or hair cream, or some combination of the two. As it heated up, with little help from the gas ring, the mixture dissolved the aluminium pan and its fumes stripped the paint off the ceiling. My mother’s support for my education ever taking a scientific route evaporated totally as she contemplated the still fizzing remains of what had been her best pan.


Luckily, the lure of test tubes and retorts was short-lived. And it was finally extinguished in a science lesson at school when a flask in which the teacher was trying to make chlorine exploded. He’d added sulphuric acid to potassium permanganate instead of hydrochloric acid. I still have the bloodstained exercise book I was using at the time and any doubts I had about studying the Classics disappeared in that big bang moment. After all, whoever heard of a Classics master making a life-threatening mistake?


Apart from the debt owed to the great Alan Durband, my own development at the Institute was also deeply influenced by my Classics teachers. Donald ‘Fanny’ Bentliff was a dedicated and learned man, who looked not unlike ‘Chalky’ in the famous Giles cartoons, and sometimes, to my shame, we mocked him mercilessly behind his back. Always polite and caring, I will never forget his diplomacy when he discovered that my mother couldn’t afford for me to go on the trip he was organising to Rome and Florence. He discreetly paid for the trip, and I paid him back with whatever we could afford, whenever we could. I am not sure that it ever covered the full amount, nor did he press for it.


I and countless others received from him and his meticulous attention to the grammar of Latin and Ancient Greek a knowledge of the structures and derivations of language for which I’ve been grateful at every turn of my journalistic career. I also picked up a piece of advice which has been invaluable professionally. The Headmaster, J. R. Edwards, was a stickler for his pupils deconstructing a piece of complicated Greek syntax to establish its meaning, and not just being tempted to have a guess at what it meant. He used to say, ‘Look at it, and never give up what you do know for what you don’t know.’ I have never forgotten that advice. In a fast-moving news situation, or during a tricky interview, if you have a feeling that the viewer or listener is being asked to believe something that doesn’t quite fit with something that you know for certain, then stick to your guns. You do no one any favours, least of all yourself, by abandoning your better judgement under pressure. That said, it can take a lot of courage, especially if you are a younger reporter or presenter, flatly to contradict a major figure in public life who is being economical with the truth, but if you are sure of your ground, you should do it firmly, and with civility.


Paul McCartney and I were on different tracks at the Institute (he was in the modern languages stream) but school life constantly brought us into contact, and he was always the sort of lively and energetic boy who stood out from the crowd. From early on in the school he developed a reputation as something of a cheeky chappie, quick thinking, always cheerful, very bright and not averse to gently sending-up unsuspecting members of staff.


The one word that you never heard used about Paul was ‘malicious’. Later in the school his artwork – colourful, original and bold – covered whole walls of the art room, and at that stage I would have put money on him becoming a successful artist rather than a musician and composer. I can claim to have shared a stage with him, and got more prominent billing, when we both appeared in an Alan Durband production of Shaw’s Saint Joan. Paul was an assessor, I was Warwick. In the trial scene, his back to the audience, and hidden under a voluminous cloak and hood, McCartney risked a surreptitious drag on a Woodbine, betrayed to his fellow actors only by a wisp of smoke and that distinctive seedy aroma.


A year behind us at the Institute came a new group of boys fresh from the eleven-plus, which included George Harrison. By then John Lennon was starting his third year at another leading Liverpool grammar school, Quarry Bank. None of them knew any of the others, but then George and Paul got chatting one day when they caught the same bus home. They weren’t the only kids in Liverpool whose imagination was captured by the new sounds of the mid-1950s. On the last day of each term at the Institute boys were allowed to bring a hobby or pastime to school to amuse themselves, while the staff prepared the school reports. I remember well McCartney and Harrison and other boys bringing their guitars in, twanging away, determined to sound like Bert Weedon or Duane Eddy.


Members of staff were not impressed. Fred Bilson, a young Latin master, admonished Paul thus: ‘Always remember, McCartney, there’s plenty of people in this sixth form with as much talent as you, or possibly more.’ Bilson himself, many years later, confessed that it was ‘the daftest thing I ever said in my life to anyone, women included’. Les Morgan, a maths teacher of the old school with a disconcerting squint, wrote on Paul’s report: ‘He will never earn a living playing the guitar.’


Paul and George didn’t particularly stand out at that stage. By far the best guitarist, completely self-taught like the rest of them, was Colin Manley, who like me was in the Classical sixth. Some years later Paul told BBC Radio Merseyside that Colin was brilliant: ‘The finest guitarist around Liverpool in the early ’60s and he could do all that Chet Atkins stuff with two fingers. All the lads tried to play like that, but only Colin could do it really well.’ Colin founded a group called the Remo Four with another close friend of mine, Don Andrew, and went on to play with a number of big names before touring the world with The Swinging Blue Jeans. His many friends and admirers were shocked to learn of his death, just short of his fifty-seventh birthday, in 1999, and they packed the Liverpool Philharmonic Hall in tribute to another boy from the Liverpool Institute who had done his bit to change the face of popular music.


But the real stroke of fate, which had ensured that all other gifted and popular musicians from Liverpool would remain forever in the shadow, was that which brought together Paul McCartney and John Lennon.


I am convinced that the Beatles would never have come into being, and that John Lennon in particular would never have achieved his iconic status, had it not been for Ivan Vaughan, who was born on the same day as Paul McCartney, 18 June 1942.


In 1950, with four boys now in the family, my mother and father had moved out of our tiny rented house in Ingleton Road. They’d done a house swap, which was quite common at that time, for a three-bedroomed council house, with front and back garden, in the leafy suburb of Woolton. The couple with whom we swapped did so because the husband wanted to move closer to his work. He made a living cutting men’s hair, and he worked in a barber’s shop at the top of Penny Lane. That alone would today have made him a celebrity, immortalised in the McCartney song.


The house in Woolton was not much more than a mile from where Ivan lived, and we often caught the same number 5 bus towards the city centre, getting off at Hope Street, and walking the few hundred yards to school. Ivan became one of my two closest friends at the Liverpool Institute. For many years before important exams we revised our classical set books together at each other’s homes. We went on bike rides and to the cinema. During school holidays we hung out together. At school we enjoyed each other’s company, and led each other into mischief and practical jokes, mainly played on the staff.


Ivan was in the same class as I throughout our time at the Institute. But Ivan had two characteristics that I lacked. He was a better classicist, and he was totally, outrageously uninhibited in his humour and his attitude to life.


Well over six feet tall, slim and gangly, with his black hair swept into an extravagant ‘Tony Curtis’, Ivan was the original article. He tried to make his school uniform look as much as possible like a Teddy Boy suit – in fact I’m not so sure it wasn’t a Teddy Boy suit. The school badge was never sewn onto the breast pocket, but loosely attached to it with a paper clip. Ivan was seemingly uninfluenced by anyone else – his father had been killed in the war – and at home he seemed to be able to come and go as he pleased. He appeared to have a very understanding mother. Ivan saw humour in everything, but without a streak of meanness. He kept us amused by drawing nonsense cartoons, and passing them round the class. He had no role models, although he did routinely try to impersonate Robert Mitchum. Once, drawing himself up to his full height, he towered over one of his teachers, and drawled ‘I know you think I’m soft sir, but I’m hard, damned hard.’ He got away with it because he was highly intelligent, and his class work was always done conscientiously and to a high standard. But I have never met anyone who was so entertainingly unpredictable in his everyday conduct.


He painted his name in two feet high red letters on the front upstairs bay window of their house, outside his bedroom. He painted his shoes in glossy yellow paint, to the despair of his mother, because he only had one pair. He played mercilessly on the sensitivities of his teachers to the hidden poverty among some children. If you were absent from school for any reason at the Institute, you had to present an Absence Card, filled in with the reason for your absence, and signed by one of your parents. From time to time Ivan would take a day off, but duly presented his Absence Card. On it, under ‘reason for absence’, he’d have written ‘shoes at the menders’. It worked every time – no teacher at the Liverpool Institute dared take issue with that.


The relevance of Ivan Vaughan to the Beatles story, is, of course, that Ivan lived next door to John Lennon. As John Lennon’s career progressed, he became a cult figure for millions. His sketches and poems, his laconic humour and his every pronouncement were seized upon as evidence of a unique genius. There is no doubt that in his lyrics and music that description is fitting. But as a personality, and as a thinker, for me and for many of my close friends at the Liverpool Institute, Ivan was the original article. There was little evidence that John Lennon rubbed off on Ivan Vaughan, but plenty that it worked the other way round.


Lennon lived in Menlove Avenue with his mother’s sister, Aunt Mimi. Ivan lived in the adjacent Vale Road. Their houses in fact were back to back – separated by their small back gardens. It is well documented how the two of them formed a primitive, skiffle-type group, the Quarrymen. Ivan, although he had no musical ability, played the bass, made of a broom handle, some twine and a tea-chest. The Quarrymen, however, became good enough to take some bookings, one of which was to play at the annual garden fete of St Peter’s Church in Woolton, on 6 July 1957. In itself, it was quite a departure for the fête – a ritual, pillars-of-the-community type of event – to book that sort of entertainment. I was there that day, being a member of the St Peter’s Youth Club, and in those days a regular church-goer. The Quarrymen attracted a curious crowd, mainly of the younger element. Ivan had told me they were going to be playing, and I felt I’d better have a look, but I, like most people there, left distinctly unimpressed.


I wasn’t the only one from our school curious about this new group. McCartney had also turned up. He knew Ivan. Ivan introduced him to John. The band could only be improved, and Paul was a better guitarist than any of them. The rest is history.


Taking the Quarrymen forward meant that there was no place for Ivan. But he continued on the fringes, talking them up, and trying to get people to go to hear them because of his friendship with John. Ivan got very excited when he found out that my eldest brother had saved up and bought a tape-recorder, a rarity in those days.


I got back to our house in Woolton one day to be told by my mother that Ivan and John Lennon had knocked on the front door and asked if they could borrow it. She sent them away with a flea in their ear. My mother liked Ivan very much, but had no time for Lennon.


In those days, around Woolton village, John had acquired something of a reputation as a teenage troublemaker. But I sometimes wish that she had lent them the tape recorder, and that they’d brought it back a week later with hours of early Lennon music and songs on the reels of tape. And that one day we could have discovered them…


The future Beatles continued to flit in and out of my life. A year after that historic performance by the Quarrymen behind St Peter’s Church, John Lennon’s mother Julia was killed by a car in Menlove Avenue as she crossed the road after visiting her sister Mimi. I was a passenger on a number 5 bus which was caught up in the chaos at the scene within minutes of it happening.


Ivan Vaughan and John Lennon, while both were neighbours, got up to all sorts of scrapes. Perhaps the most daring involved their two schools, Quarry Bank and the Liverpool Institute. Ivan confided the planning to me: he was going to go along to Quarry Bank one day, and be introduced by John Lennon as a new boy. Sure enough, come the day, there was no Ivan in our class – he was sitting in Lennon’s class, five miles away, having detached his Institute badge. For a whole day Quarry Bank were taken in – his name was put on the register, and he was issued with all the books. By the time the deception was rumbled, Ivan was back at the Institute. An angry Quarry Bank headmaster complained to our own J. R. Edwards. Edwards the disciplinarian sent for Ivan. His punishment was a mild rebuke. In private Edwards, I am told, was not displeased that the Institute had put one over on the old rival, Quarry Bank.


Although Lennon and Vaughan remained friends for many years, Ivan was also to develop a lasting and very close relationship with McCartney, who was not slow to put his hand in his pocket with generous help for his old friend and his close family when they were in need in later life.


Twenty years later, Ivan contracted Parkinson’s disease, which gradually destroyed his life. But while he was fighting it, with considerable courage and lack of self-pity, the BBC made a documentary about him, and how the quality of his life was being helped by the drug L-Dopa. Ivan was teaching at Cambridge at the time, and the documentary was presented by Dr Jonathan Miller. When I watched it, unless I blinked and missed it, the great polymath omitted entirely to mention Ivan’s unique claim to fame – that he was the man who made one of the world’s great introductions. I have no doubt that Ivan would not have volunteered the information. Indeed, there were many stages in his life when Ivan could have made money out of it. He never did. To Ivan it was no big deal. Ivan died in 1993, the same year as Alan Durband.


My years at the Liverpool Institute were happy ones. It was a school that set high academic standards, yet catered for every non-academic interest, with scores of different societies. It was strong at sport, but it was a football school, not a rugby school. To this day I can’t tell you the first rule of rugby. One afternoon a week, every class was timetabled to catch the bus down to the school’s excellent playing fields at Mersey Road, not far from the river, in the suburb of Aigburth. In the winter and spring terms everyone was expected to play football. Two captains from the same class picked their sides alternately, from the assembled boys, and the two sides would play each other. When twenty-two boys had been picked, the rest, known as the Left Overs, had a kick around on their own. I was always in the Left Overs. I was not aware of any psychological damage from my permanent inclusion among football’s low achievers, nor did it damage my lifelong affection for the sport.


I was better at cricket, a game I really loved and worked at, and eventually I opened the batting for the First XI. Years later, when I became well known, staff at the school insisted I had been captain of cricket at the Liverpool Institute. It wasn’t true, but I was slow to deny it.


I was never tempted to join the Combined Cadet Force, although many did. There was some attraction in the uniform, going on manoeuvres, and being permitted to take your gun home, to learn how to strip it down in your own kitchen. It sounds amazing now, but it was quite common to see schoolboys carrying Lee Enfield rifles and Bren Guns on the bus.


The two big events at the Institute, which took place in alternate years, were the Hobby Show and the School Play. The Hobby Show was an open evening at which the ingenuity of hundreds of boys was on display, in exhibitions and demonstrations. There was also a House one act play competition. The School Play was a major dramatic production, usually with Alan Durband in charge. I never missed an opportunity to act, and on one occasion produced and appeared in the winning one-act play.


For a while I was quite stage-struck, and began to fantasise about a career on the stage and my name in lights. I think it was Alan who suggested that I should talk to a professional actor about it all, so I went to see a fine leading player from the Liverpool Playhouse, Trevor Baxter. As he stood before a blazing fire in his large rented apartment, in a faded but genteel Georgian terrace near the school, I was sold – it was just the sort of place I could see myself living in. Then, pouring a second glass of sherry, he told me about how hard it was for most actors to find work, and how little the vast majority earned. I was unsold. In later life I was to meet Trevor Baxter from time to time, usually at a Bill Kenwright first night. I am not sure he fully appreciated his importance in my life, but, for gently steering me away from attempting to earn a living treading the boards, I am eternally grateful.


I wasn’t completely put off acting, however, and did as much of it as I could both at school, and later at university. In the career that opened up for me, many of the skills that an actor needs – such as the ability to hold a pause, to see the worth of not filling every space with words, and not to be afraid of a telling silence – have been of great value.


But at the time I hadn’t the faintest idea what lay ahead. It was my good luck that eventually so many things fell into place, and that so many good people encouraged me and my contemporaries to fulfil our potential. There was just one snag at the time.


No one went anywhere if they didn’t pass EXAMS.






















Chapter 2


The Werld of Werk





Exams – they dominated my life. I spent eight years at the Liverpool Institute, four of them in the sixth form. And most of those years were designed to enable boys to pass exams. No one said it, but despite all the other things the school had to offer, the ethos was that if you didn’t pass the exams, you didn’t have much of a future. The first major hurdle was O levels, taken at the Institute by those judged to be the brighter boys at the end of their fourth year; and by those thought more fitted for the slower track at the end of their fifth. That fifth year was known as the Remove. It was a slow track to O levels, thereafter a fast track out of the school at sixteen – it being practically unknown for anyone in the Remove to make it to the Sixth Form. That was George Harrison’s route through the school. Paul McCartney, in the same year as I, did O levels in four years, the gateway to the Sixth Form. At the Institute you had to be good at exams.


And not just any old exams. The school wasn’t interested in entering you for ten or twelve O levels, half of which might be in fringe subjects of little lasting value. They wanted good marks in the core subjects – Maths, modern languages, Latin, Geography, English and so on. They weren’t going to waste their money entering you for lesser subjects which were little more than trophies, as some schools seem happy to do today. They also expected this core clutch of O levels all to be passed at the same time – otherwise, again, the route to the sixth form would be closed. For boys who made it into the sixth form there were internal tests at the end of every term to keep them on their toes for the A levels they would sit at the end of their second year. Kids today complain of examitis. It’s not a new condition.


I got six good O levels, but didn’t pass Maths. I hated Maths, I couldn’t do it; I could add up and take away and do mental arithmetic quickly. But the algebra, geometry and trigonometry lost me completely. It might as well have been Aztec on the page before me. Teachers tried. I volunteered to stay behind after school to have things explained to me. They painstakingly went through the equations and the diagrams time after time. I nodded bravely – willing them not to think they were failures as teachers, and not to think me too thick. And then I went away and tried to do the stuff myself and my brain slowly switched off and went into standby mode, waiting for the stimulus of something it could actually cope with.


If I’d had to pass O-level Maths, I would still be trying today. But not so fast – the pass mark then was 40 per cent. Even 30 per cent wouldn’t be regarded as a ‘fail’ today. Surely today I could scrape a ‘pass’ by spelling my name correctly, doing a few sums, and not writing on both sides of the paper at once…?


But that Maths failure was to haunt me – and nearly cost me my place at Oxford.


O levels, for me and my contemporaries, were an important milestone. As we’d gone through the lower school we’d been a pretty lively and often very mischievous class, which could sometimes be quite badly behaved.


We had our hooligan moments and, as a herd, instinctively knew when a teacher was weak. There were always one or two of them, and once we’d sussed out that they didn’t know how to impose themselves on a class, they were lost. One science teacher in particular was goaded mercilessly, even cruelly. The last straw was when someone lit a fire in a waste bin at the back of the laboratory, and he totally lost it. Leaping down from the raised platform at the front of the class with a howl of anger, he tripped and thrust an outstretched arm through the glass panel of a balance case. The broken glass lacerated his arm, and there was blood everywhere. None of us in his class showed any remorse or sympathy. It is an episode of which I am not proud. Perhaps there was an element of poetic justice when that other science teacher blew us all up with his chlorine experiment.


Everything changed after O levels. A total change of gear. Boys were expected to decide whether or not they now wanted to take their education more seriously.


Why did I now spend four years – half my entire time in the school – in the sixth form? I think it was because the expectations that others had of me were always higher than those I had of myself. I wasn’t an academic high-flyer, but I had teachers who believed I had other things to offer than sheer academic achievement. They believed that I should go to a good university, and if it took me an extra year or two to get the results needed, they encouraged me to do it. And not just a good university. One member of the Institute’s teaching staff, in particular, thought I should go to the best university. No prizes for guessing who that was.


Although he didn’t teach me in the sixth form of the Liverpool Institute, I got to know Alan Durband quite well in my sixth form years at the end of the 1950s. He and his wife Audrey lived about half a mile from my home in Woolton, and quite often, after school, he would offer me a lift home in his bubble car. He had a BMW Isetta, in which you sat with only a piece of glass in a flimsy door between you and certain death should the lorry in front suddenly brake. (That was at the same time as the noisy two-stroke engine a few inches behind you was crashing into your spine.) It could be a hair-raising ride. Nonetheless it was Alan’s pride and joy, and he regularly used to park it next to the Headmaster’s shining new black Ford Consul (state of the art 1950s saloon car, 0 to 60mph in thirty seconds). On those journeys home in the Isetta (never mind 60mph, this was 0 to 30mph in thirty-six seconds) we talked about anything and everything – even gardening, a pastime about which I had become quite phobic, maybe even damaged psychologically by those Sunday mornings pushing steaming barrow loads of hen manure through the streets to father’s allotment. Alan was looking for a gardener, however, and the offer of a job mowing his grass and hoeing his weeds, at two shillings and sixpence an hour, was one I couldn’t refuse. Besides, I needed the money, and my first taste of earning was the ten shillings a week paid to me by the Durbands.


I was actually mowing his lawn one Saturday afternoon, when he came rushing out, flushed, but with a big smile on his face. His first child, Mark, had just been born in the upstairs bedroom. He gave me an extra five shillings.


My mother was very proud that I was the trusted gardener of one of the best-liked teachers at the City’s best grammar school. My father grumbled that I was willing to dig someone else’s garden, but not to help him on his sodding allotment. By now, more than ten years after the war, my father was still involved with ships, working as a relief officer for the Harrison Line. The work was not well paid, but very responsible, and sometimes involved two or three weeks away from home, looking after cargo vessels while they were in various ports. His absences lifted a cloud from my life, and I suspect that my mother sometimes welcomed them as well.




[image: ]





Because money was always tight at home, the only cash I had for most of my teens was earned by me in my spare time. Between the age of fifteen and when I left University at twenty-two, I had a succession of part-time and vacation jobs of enormous variety. Not only did they keep me solvent, they were in themselves a fund of experience, absolutely invaluable when I eventually entered broadcast journalism. I have never forgotten the people I met and worked alongside. It gave me early and enduring insights into the human condition. Much of the work was hard, repetitive or boring, or all three, but there was an added bonus – it was in Liverpool.
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