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To my family. I love you all far too much to get you involved in this book!
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PART I


Why am I doing this?




For quite a while now people – especially publishers and my agent – have been saying, ‘You ought to write your autobiography.’ And I’ve been saying, ‘No.’ Why is that? Well, several reasons. The first one is meant to be positive and is appropriately delivered with an almost Wildean flourish: ‘My dears,’ I tell them all, ‘I am far too busy living my life to write about it.’ Oh, please! But it’s almost true. Honest. I am ever so busy these days. It’s not like they can tell me: ‘You’ve got nothing else to do, so write!’


However, my other excuses are rather more negative. ‘You ought to write your autobiography,’ may seem a harmless or even flattering suggestion, but it also carries sinister implications. I can’t help imagining the unspoken follow-ups to ‘you ought to write your autobiography’ such as ‘before it’s too late’ . . . or ‘now that your career is over’ . . . or ‘whilst people still know who you are.’ That one really hurt, especially as it was actually said by my agent. I’m probably being paranoid, but don’t you agree there is a whiff of doom about it? ‘Write it now, because you never know what’s going to happen next year, or next month, or tomorrow.’ Am I the only one who gets the word ‘autobiography’ mixed up with ‘obituary’? It’s not just connotations. Be honest, even staring at the words right now they do look very similar. In fact I have just realised that the word ‘autobiography’ contains every single letter necessary to spell ‘obituary’! Take the ‘obituary’ out of ‘autobiography’ and you’re left with . . . a ‘p’, an ‘h’, an ‘a’, a ‘g’ and an ‘o’. Rearrange those letters and you get ‘hogap’ or ‘phoag’ or . . . you have a go.I’m too scared to, in case it spells out the Swahili for ‘heart attack’ or something. OK, I am being frivolous. But not entirely.


The fact is that writing your ‘life story’ – as they used to be called – is what you were supposed to do when you retired. I am not retiring, in any sense of the word. So I’m not old enough to be doing it – or else too old, because the not entirely irrational concept of life stories being written only by people old enough to have actually had lives seems to have become utterly unfashionable. A glance at the best-sellers will soon tell you that. Footballers, models, pop stars, stand-up comics: they all produce autobiographies before they hit thirty.Wayne Rooney, Katie Price, Pete Doherty, Lily Allen, Russell Brand, and by the time this book is published there will be a hundred more. Now you are probably expecting me to slip into grumpy old man mode and grouch about ‘flippin’ kids, what do they know about life?’ and so on. In fact I am personally quite a fan of autobiographies written by young people, especially if they are as eloquent as, for example, Russell Brand. There is surely also something far more valid, intriguing, immediate and possibly uplifting, or distressing, about reading a young person’s account of what is actually happening to them whilst it is still happening – or was not long ago – rather than a retrospective account in an old person’s memoirs.This is perhaps particularly true of authors who achieved their fame in an area of ‘youth activity’ – sports personalities, pop singers, models, stand-ups – all of whom, by the time they are thirty, may well be on the brink of retirement. Exactly when you are supposed to write your autobiography. Added to which– and this I reckon is a big advantage that young autobiographers have – there isn’t so much to remember! It is almost inevitable and true that most young ‘stars’, in whatever field, will have tales to tell of their childhood, be it happy, dull, dodgy, insecure, traumatic, or whatever. One way or another, the chances are that those formative years will have been crucial to their achievements or failures. Broken homes, cruelty and abuse, adolescent delinquency, frustration, provocation, love, guidance or inspiration. It is surely one of the most universally accepted facts about human life that whatever happens to us during our ‘upbringing’ (childhood, adolescence) will affect the rest of our lives. So by all means let us hear these young folk’s stories now, whilst they can still remember them!


Which brings me to the biggest problem I have had while embarking on my own story. I have been on earth for sixty-six years (shit, how I hate even typing that number!) and, during that time, I have had access to pens and paper, all manner of recording machines, from reel-to-reel, to mini discs, cameras from Brownies to digital, and home movies from Super 8 to HD. Plus I have been on the radio and the telly, done interviews with newspapers and magazines, written several books, and even made programmes which involved a certain element of ‘looking back’. Nevertheless, the honest truth is that I can’t remember much about it! It may indeed be that there is quite a lot that I don’t want to remember. Stuff that I have ‘blanked’, as the analysts say, and believe me they’ve said it to me. Nevertheless, no matter how much I rack my brain, there are huge chunks that I really can’t account for. Bits and pieces, yes, I can picture some, but it’s the longer units I have trouble with. Periods of time, phases. And feelings. I find myself envying other autobiographers who seem to be able to recall and even re-experience quite intense feelings. Phrases like, ‘I shall never forget how I felt’ or ‘Thinking about it now immediately brings back the feeling of nervousness’, or fear, joy, panic, boredom, excitement . . . whatever. They feel it, but I don’t. It just doesn’t happen for me. I’m like that song from A Chorus Line. A drama student is doing ‘method acting’ exercises, supposedly to conjure up real emotions, but it ain’t working. ‘So I reached right down to the bottom of my soul . . . and I felt NOTHING!’ I could have sung that line.


It’s not, I hasten to add, that I don’t have feelings. I am having one now, and it’s rather sad. I have long accepted that, at various times of my life, I have suppressed my emotions. I’ve presumed so, because I can’t remember them. However, I’ve also presumed that I did have them at the time. But maybe I didn’t. Maybe I suppressed them even as they were happening. Maybe I’ll realise that as I continue with this book.





So, what do I remember, and how?


It’s not all a blank! Almost as if to compensate for my lack of emotional recall, my visual memory is very, very vivid. It’s not what people refer to as a ‘photographic memory’. I can’t take one glance at a page from the telephone directory and then trot out all the names and numbers. Not that I’ve tried it. Nor shall I. Time is short. But I do tend to see the past in pictures. In fact, I only have to close my eyes and I instantly see a scene, and most of the time it is an image from my past life. Not always, though. I’ll try it right now. I close my eyes and I see . . . the harbourside at Cley in Norfolk, low tide, mud, boats and a few gulls. Open eyes and close again: now it’s Cape Kennedy in Florida, with a big rocket on the launch pad about to take off. Open, close, next: a shaft of sunlight through autumn leaves of red and gold. Very pretty. I like that one. Every time it is a different picture. Not stills, moving. And in colour, but with no sound. Very entertaining but utterly random images. I am not aware of any link or connection from one to another. If you can spot one, please let me know!


These pictures in my mind’s eye just pop up willy-nilly with no conscious mental process. However, rather more specifically – and perhaps ‘usefully’ – if I consciously throw my thoughts back to a particular day, situation or event, if I close my eyes, I can almost instantly see it. I first realised how efficiently this one worked when I was browsing through my bird notebooks, though I’m not sure exactly when this was. I have been keeping bird notebooks – sort of birdy diaries – for over fifty years, so it was ages ago. One of the joys – and points? – of diary keeping is that, every now and then, you reread what you wrote long ago.Whenever I reread my bird notes, I do the old close-my-eyes trick, and I visually relive the experiences of seeing those birds. I’ll do it now. Trust me. I am now looking at the very first page in the earliest notebook I still have. There were others before this, but as far as my documented birding history is concerned it began on 28 August 1956 (when I was fifteen) on a golf course alongside the Exe estuary at Dawlish Warren in Devon. The text tells the tale of a ‘possible Richard’s Pipit’. A dull but rather rare bird that bears some resemblance to a skylark (which is not a rare bird). I tried very hard to convince myself that the bird was indeed the aforesaid rare pipit, but I know it wasn’t. And how can I be so sure? Because I can still see it. Now. I only have to close my eyes, and I can see the Exe mudflats, and the golf course, and a bunker, and some ‘rough’, and the bird scuttling though the long grass, and . . . it is definitely and undeniably a skylark!


Such is my recall of over fifty years’ worth of notebooks. Any time I want a rerun, all I have to do is choose a page, pick a bird or a day out, close my eyes, and I see it all, in full action and glorious colour. One leading question strikes me, and it’s asked with regret: why the hell did I only keep a bird diary? Imagine if I’d kept a real diary, featuring all my finest sporting and sexual exploits! And any time I became aware of the wearisome deterioration of my physical faculties – which is more or less all the time – all I’d have to do is flick back through my diary to some good bits, close my eyes and . . . Oh, I can dream!


Seriously though, my memory has limitations, especially when it comes to conjuring up pictures from my childhood. The formative years. Baby, toddler, infant, little lad, bigger lad, schoolboy, early teenager. Several years’ worth, various phases, adding up to my youth, the time I find so hard to remember with any great clarity or coherence. Visually, emotionally, even emotive aspects like smells and sounds. All very hazy. I should stress that I am talking about my family life. School, sports events, playing out, the local countryside – I remember quite a bit about those. It is home life that is almost entirely missing. I have a few images I can see, but they are nothing like as clear as those vividly remembered birds from my notebooks. A limited, sporadic and apparently random little gallery is the nearest I have to a family album. No such thing existed in our house. No leather-bound book with hundreds of black and white snapshots, and – sadder still – no sepia-tinted portraits in oval frames. Surely there must have been wedding photos on our mantelpiece? Were there no christenings? No Christmas gatherings of distant relations? Not even pictures of me as a baby? I have since managed to track down a few, but for the life of me I have no memory of them being on display. Maybe they never were. Maybe there were reasons for that. Maybe they will become clearer as I tell this story.


Meanwhile, what do I remember of my early childhood? I was asked this question relatively recently for a TV programme. I managed to conjure up half a dozen pictures but soon ground to a halt. I then came out with a phrase which I still think sums it up pretty well: ‘It’s as if my memories of childhood are short excerpts, like a trailer for a film I never saw!’


But one thing is for sure – whether I can see it or not – I was in it.


It is, I know, customary to start an autobiography with a date of birth. I intend to begin when I was six. Continuing the cinematic metaphor, I will be flashing back and cutting ahead. In other words, events will not be in a strict chronological order, but rather in the order I feel best makes sense of my life as I rerun it.To make sure this won’t be confusing – to you or me – I shall head each section with the time and location, just like a film script.






Time: spring (probably late May) 1947
Location: Rochdale, Lancashire.
Set: much the same as for the Hovis ads that came out twenty years later



The main street is a steep hill. It is cobbled. At the bottom of the hill is a cotton mill with steam – or is it smoke? – coming out of the chimneys. There are people hurrying to work.The men are wearing flat caps and smoking Woodbines. The women have headscarves. One of them is pushing a pram. It does not contain a baby. It is full of coke (a cheap post-war coal substitute, not to be confused with either Coca-Cola or cocaine!). The main noise is the clattering of clogs. The soundtrack is the distant strains of a brass band. Suddenly a siren wails. Several people stop, cower, and then collapse into giggling. One woman bursts into tears, and is comforted by a friend. It is not long ago that the sound of the siren would have been a warning of an impending German air-raid. Now it is telling them it’s time they were inside the factory and attending their looms. The women hurry on inside, chatting cheerily. Except the one who is still crying. She probably lost a husband or maybe a son, or both, in the war. It’s only two years since it ended. Maybe her house was bombed in the blitz and all her family were killed. Every work day the siren reminds her.


This street is called Sparthbottom’s Road. Go on, say it out loud with a Lancashire accent: ‘Sparthbottom’s Road’. You can’t write ’em like that! Running parallel to Sparthbottom’s Road is St Alban’s Terrace.The ‘St Alban’s’ bit refers to the black brick church at the top of the hill. The houses in the terrace are narrow, two storeys high, and glued together in a long line. Each house has a small bay window, and a front door opening straight out on to a concrete path that runs the length of the terrace. On the other side of the path is an equally long dense privet hedge, about four foot high and maybe the same depth, and beyond that, a row of iron railings. These are a safety barrier, below which a stone wall drops down to the main street. Sparthbottom’s Road.


I have described the front aspect of St Alban’s Terrace, so now I’ll describe the back. The space behind the houses was a vast sports complex, with an adjacent adventure playground and overlooking a wildlife sanctuary. Well, it was to me and the local kids. It was also a very big area. To me. At the time. In fact, I revisited Rochdale in my early twenties and it turned out that the area at the back of St Alban’s Terrace was not huge at all. Not in 1962 anyway. It was still the same size in 2004, when I filmed there, and presumably it wouldn’t have been any different back in 1947. It had just seemed huge to a small child – everything does – but the space was brilliantly suited to our various childish leisure activities.The first section, the sports complex, could I suppose be called the ‘road’ behind the terrace, but it was more of a track, as it wasn’t surfaced with tarmac. It was dust or mud, depending on the weather, or deep snow during the legendary hard winter of 1947, which I remember very well. A harsh time for Britain, but a white wonderland for kids! We built snowmen so huge they have probably only recently started melting. ‘Ah yes, now that’s a definite sign of global warming – the Rochdale snowmen have gone all drippy.’ The second bit, the adventure playground, was a huge grassy bank, enclosed by railings. Beyond which was dense woodland – the forest!


The muddy track had a dual function. It was our cricket pitch, with a milk crate for wickets, and a boundary so short that a straight hit would almost always go for a six. I seem to recall that if the ball went over a wall into a back garden it was ‘six and out’. A fair punishment, since someone was going to have to endure the ‘please can we have our ball back?’ torture. Out of summer the cricket pitch became a football stadium (yes, jumpers for goalposts, and all that). It also doubled up as a battlefield for the not infrequent gang warfare. I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true. The kids (well, the boys anyway) in each street (or terrace) referred to themselves as a ‘gang’. There was a cheery and sociable side to this, ‘our gang’ meaning just a bunch of lads having smashing fun and spiffing adventures, so that was rather nice and healthy. What wasn’t quite so cute was that every now and then there would be a gang fight. This involved two packs of schoolkids (mainly boys, but girls were involved too, I’m sure) standing not many yards apart and hurling stones at one another! Yep, stones! Possibly even the occasional house brick, and maybe a tin or bottle or two. It wasn’t a game. It hurt!


And what were these fights about? The only reason I can recall was that some other street’s gang had come and tried to raid our bonfire, or had already nicked some of our wood. Either way it meant battle.The bonfire? So presumably these fights only occurred just before Guy Fawkes night? Well, not as I recall. Maybe my memory is really warped, but I could swear that there was a bonfire being built at the back of our houses more or less all year round! I do remember the actual fires, especially the morning after bonfire night, 6 November, I presume (some things never change). My habit was to rush out at dawn, collect up what appeared to be spent fireworks, and chuck them on to the still burning embers. Wasn’t that a daft and dangerous thing to do? Of course.


But not half as dangerous as being pelted with bottles and stones. Looking back now, I suspect we wilfully provoked these battles by starting to build next year’s bonfire when the ashes of this year’s had barely cooled! The custom was that anything flammable would be chucked on to the pyre at the back of the terrace, so that it grew at a pretty rapid pace until it became the envy of all the other streets in Rochdale. Envy grew into resentment, and resentment into raids. ‘We’ll put those St Alban’s kids in their place! We’ll go and nick that broken chair they’ve put on their bonfire. And what’s that on the top? A wooden hat stand! Right, they’re getting too cocky by half. We’ll have that. And those old drawers, and the privet cuttings. And . . . look out, they’ve seen us!’ At which point, our gang leapt out and pelted their gang, and vice versa. And so it went on. All year round, I’ll swear, probably peaking in the late autumn. Was it just in the Sparthbottom’s Road area? Or were there Bonfire Wars going on all over Rochdale back then? Maybe all over England? I dunno.


Now let’s return to our opening scene in St Alban’s Terrace. The front door of one of the houses opens. A little lad comes out. He’s off to school. That was me.


I was five years old at the time, but having been born on 7 July 1941, and this being late May 1947, I was nearly six. My school uniform was standard 1940s: grey shirt, pullover, shorts and socks, with black shoes that gave me blisters when they were new. My cap was also grey. I am assuming this is how I was dressed, because the fact is I have no actual visual memory of me or my schoolmates, and no school photos from the time. The school I went to was St Alban’s Primary – I think! What do I remember of that school? Very little. I am not implying that I ‘blanked’ my early school-days, and I am certainly not suggesting for one minute that they were so horrendous that I need to, but the few memories I do have are, to say the least, a bit random. The least pleasurable but almost inevitably the most vivid is of a ‘weird’ bloke who used to lurk around by the big iron school gates. He was probably harmless, but he might not have been. I do remember we kids were all scared of him. He had ‘funny eyes’. Squinty or bulging perhaps, but definitely a bit ‘wild’. I dare say we referred to him as the school ‘loony’, and no doubt every primary school had one. The ‘bogeyman’ figure. This was no doubt utterly unwarranted. Or was it?


My one totally visual recall is of the day it was my turn to take the dinner money to the post office. It was a routine that these days simply wouldn’t be allowed. It’s pretty amazing that it was then! A small child – possibly accompanied by a second small child, though I don’t remember one – clutching a little tin box full of coins, crossing a couple of main roads (long before zebra crossings or lollipop ladies), delivering the loot to the local post office, and receiving a couple of sweeties as a reward, and then making his way back to school equally unsupervised. Many set out on that journey – I imagine it was regarded as an honour to be chosen – and, as far as I know, all returned safely and with no tales to tell. Until me!


I have a tale. I can close my eyes now and see the scene. I come out of the post office, unwrapping my toffee as I cross the road. I come round the corner dribbling. Not with caramel drool, but with an old tennis ball, which to a six-year-old – and a small one at that – was about the right size to double up as a football. No one had real footballs in those days. I remember tapping the ball ahead of me, and as I ran to catch it up . . . there he was. I said I don’t recall feelings very graphically, but I think I can safely say I was totally terrified. Even more so, as the ball trundled across the pavement and came to rest . . . right at his feet. Then it got worse. Instead of tapping it back to me, he picked it up. Now OK, I concede that not even the most amiable, avuncular adult alive could have resisted teasing a small schoolboy under such circumstances. Such phrases as ‘Do you want your ball back?’ or ‘Come and get it’, said in a cheerful, Father-Christmassy sort of way, would simply be an utterly innocuous invitation to play ball. But said to me by a loony, with peculiar eyes, with a reputation for lurking outside the school gates, his voice took on all the perverted menace of the Child Catcher from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (a movie yet to be made in 1947). Go on, try it in that sinister voice: ‘Little boy-eee! Come and get your ba-awl!’ Followed by the least assuring promise in the history of child molestation: ‘It’s all right, little boy. I won’t hurt you.’


And he didn’t. I was far too quick for him. He did lunge at me as I scuttled past him, and he actually got a bony hand on my shoulder, but I hurled myself so hard at the gate that it swung open and I was through it and slamming it shut before he was able to get a grip.What happened next I am purely guessing. I remember reporting it to teacher, and I don’t remember seeing the strange man again. Was he warned off? Was he locked up? I don’t know. One thing I do know though: I got my ball back.


I know that because that afternoon – or maybe it was another afternoon shortly afterwards – I was wandering home from school, and as I crossed over at the top of Sparthbottom’s Road I was again, as ever, dribbling my ball along. Maybe I had acquired another tennis ball. It doesn’t matter. What does matter is that the rest of that afternoon constitutes by far the longest clear memory of my time in Rochdale. Indeed, the events encapsulated many ingredients that I now know have been integral to the rest of my life.


As I approached the top end of Sparthbottom’s Road I quickened my pace, as I always did whenever I had to pass close by the graveyard of St Alban’s Church. I don’t suppose it was intrinsically any spookier than any other graveyard, and in fact it constituted the nearest open space playground. Local kids used to play Cowboys and Indians in there. (Children don’t play that any more. If they did, it would presumably be retitled ‘Gays and Native Americans’.) Looking back, there is a slightly sinister irony in playing a game in a cemetery which involved pretending to kill one another, but I suppose to a kid there’s nothing very disturbing about pretend death. Gravestones doubled up as cacti and canyons to six-year-old Cowboys and Indians, and the St Alban’s churchyard was particularly well suited to games which entailed hiding, since quite a few of the graves were open! I don’t mean there were body snatchers abroad, but several of what on the face of it appeared to be concrete tombs had missing lids or collapsed sides, so kid logic told you that there ought to be a dead body in there, and if there wasn’t it had either been stolen or had transformed into a zombie.


Inevitably, kids spooked themselves and one another by daring to peer inside. It was also unthinkable that any new kid on the block would not have been told tales of skulls, skeletons, ghosts and ghouls. Since I wasn’t actually born in St Alban’s Terrace, I myself must have been the victim of such teasing when I’d first gone out to play with the locals at the age of – what was I? – I presume four or five. It certainly worked! If I do my close-my-eyes trick and think back, I can see the cold, grey churchyard, and the equally cold, grey tombs, one of which has the lid half missing. I am alone, as if abandoned. As if my mates have suddenly left me. Maybe we were playing ‘hide and seek’ and I was ‘it’. I had closed my eyes and counted to fifty, opened them and could see no one. Not in itself sinister. That was the idea of the game. I don’t know if I searched far or for how long. All I remember – and I can see it now – is that my attention was drawn to the presence of ‘something’ in that slightly open stone tomb. And then suddenly, as I stared, a hand emerged, then an arm – bare, white, disembodied, surely dead, and yet undead. And no sooner had I seen it, than it had gone and I was left trembling and terrified. If I said I recall what happened next I’d be lying. Did I carry on playing hide and seek? I doubt it. Did my friends eventually reappear? I expect so. Did anyone else claim to have seen a spooky white hand? Probably. Did anyone own up that it was them playing an obviously pretty effective jape? Of course not. All I do recall is that from that day on, as I went to and from school, I hurried past the St Alban’s churchyard as quickly as possible, and I didn’t look up. I literally kept my eye on the ball. The tennis ball that I was tapping ever closer to the sanctuary of my home.


Except that on this particular afternoon my ball control let me down and the ball skittered away and rebounded off my very own front doorstep and rolled under the privet hedge that skirted the length of St Alban’s Terrace. Have you ever tried finding a dingy old tennis ball that has disappeared into the gloomy featureless abyss that is the ‘inside’ of a thick privet hedge? It ain’t easy, especially if you didn’t see exactly the point of entry. Anyone who has thrashed a volley over the fence at the tennis court will know this all too well: you think you’ve noted exactly where it plopped down behind the bushes, but tennis balls can not only bounce and roll, once they are out of sight of their ‘owners’ they are capable of scuttling and hiding entirely of their own accord.You may even be certain you know where it landed, and you may be right, but in the time it takes to get out of the court, tiptoe over the nettles, and slide past the brambles, not only will your pinpointing be less valid, the ball itself will have had plenty of time to relocate itself miles away from where you expect it. Such rules apply not only to the snootiest tennis club, but also to the privet hedges of Rochdale in the 1940s.


So there I was, on my hands and knees, crawling literally inside the hedge where the bushes fuse into one big scratchy, twiggy tangle, that is almost as impenetrable as the Vietnam jungle, or a roll of barbed wire, and just as painful as either. Ants bit my hands, and twigs lacerated my legs, as I groped around in the layer of dead leaves and detritus that is the carpet beneath any privets. Not only do tennis balls scuttle and hide, they can also bury themselves, so I had no choice but to search by feeling around, which meant that my fingers more than once got gashed by discarded tin cans and bits of broken glass. I hasten to add that all this torture is something that I and every schoolboy then and since suffers any time they play ball anywhere near a hedge. It’s what you put up with if you want to get your ball back. And of course that is one of the major credos in a schoolboy’s code of honour: you must always get your ball back. One of the very first sentences a schoolboy learns is, ‘Please can we have our ball back?’ Having to ask someone really scary and angry is the worst thing, but no matter if it plops down a drain, drops on to live railway lines, lands in a Rottweiler’s food bowl, or indeed, rolls under a privet hedge, it must be retrieved. But this time, honour was not going to be satisfied. I felt around for a long time, but I simply couldn’t find that ball. But what I did find was much more intriguing.


As I lay crouched inside the hedge in a position that was near foetal and near tears, I became aware that I was being watched by two beady little eyes. Barely a foot above my head was a bird’s-nest. Small, neat and woven snugly into the black, bare branches. The outside of a privet may be ever green, but the inside is ever dark. At first glance, the nest appeared equally sombre, but as I stared at it my eyes became aware that it was in fact more a soft greeny grey, the colour of moss, because that is what it was made of. It was a small nest – much the same size as my lost ball in fact and not dissimilar in texture. There’s a nice whimsical notion: that lost tennis balls turn into bird’s-nests! (Actually, conservationists do make artificial harvest mouse nests from old tennis balls . . . but I didn’t know that in 1947.) Neither did I know what bird the nest belonged to, even though it was sitting there watching me. All I could see were its twinkly little eyes. If I could have seen the whole bird I still wouldn’t have known what it was. At that stage in life I was not a birdwatcher. I was not even aware of such an activity. I had not heard of birdwatchers. None of my friends were birdwatchers. But I was curious. I actually do remember feeling a frisson of guilt when I ‘accidentally on purpose’ let my hand grope forwards just a little too close to the nest, whereupon the bird felt threatened enough to flit away. It was, thinking about it, a pretty brave little crittur to have sat there for so long, until almost touched by enormous fingers on a hand that to it must have looked as giant as King Kong’s!


Those fingers were now trembling as I felt around inside the nest and immediately traced the shape of those tempting jewels that no schoolboy of the time could resist. Eggs. Birds’ eggs. Although I had no friends who were birdwatchers, I had several who were egg collectors. Most schoolboys of that era collected birds’ eggs, but not me. Until then. The hedge was so dense that I literally couldn’t get off my knees and see into the nest. So I let my fingers do the exploring. One . . . two . . . three . . . four eggs . . . no, five! Was my touch deceiving me, or were there four little ones, and one that felt a bit bigger? I took one of the ‘small’ ones between finger and thumb and took it out of the nest so I could look at it. Tiny. Exquisite. Deep blue. No spots. I reached up and replaced that one, and took another little ’un. Same size, same colour. I popped that one back and had another feel. Four the same, surely. But what about the fifth? Finger and thumb, let’s have a look at that one.‘Wow! That’s weird.’This egg was a little bigger. And a little rounder. And it was a completely different colour. Not blue. Whitish. And covered in dark spots and freckles. I had no idea what it was, and I have no idea what the reasoning was that led me to replace the ‘odd’ egg, and take one of the little blue ones. Maybe I just thought they looked prettier! Alas, I do mean take. I clutched the egg in my hand, scrunching up my fingers to make a sort of a cradle. I had quite a gentle touch for a small boy! I very carefully crawled backwards out from inside and under the hedge, and back on to the path that ran along in front of the houses of St Alban’s Terrace.


My own front door wasn’t far away, but that wasn’t the official way in. Actually, that’s another thing that’s just struck me. I do not remember ever going into the house though the front door. Maybe it didn’t open. Maybe I’d lost the key. Surely it can’t have been some kind of house rule? My dad hadn’t banned me from going in the front in case the neighbours would have disapproved. Would I have brought the tone of the neighbourhood down? I think not. Come on, we’re talking flat caps and cobblestones round there. It’s more likely that I was – as most of us were – a latchkey kid. What does that mean? I suppose the ‘latch’ was an old-fashioned word for lock. If the door is left ‘off the latch’ it is left unlocked. So ‘on the latch’ is locked. In which case, you need to unlock it with a key. A latchkey. Anyway . . . whether or not I had a key to it, the latch in question must have belonged to the back door, because that was the way I went into our house. Always. Every time.


So it was towards the back door I was heading that afternoon. It’s fair to assume I was in a state of joy and jubilation. OK, I had lost my ball, but I knew it was still under there somewhere, so I could try again, and what a consolation I had, clutched in my hot little hand. My short journey took me scuttling along the track behind St Alban’s Terrace and past the bonfire which was already looking quite majestic at the foot of what I then thought of as our huge green grassy bank, which on re-inspection twenty years later turned out to be barely the size of a tennis court. My memory had exaggerated its size in the same way that it had exaggerated the length of the whole terrace – as a kid it seemed to stretch off into infinity – and the denseness of the forest beyond the railings at the far end. As a child, I thought of it as being a strictly no-go area. I simply never even considered wandering into the woods, especially as I had been told it was the lair of ‘lions and tigers and bears’. And I believed it. OK, I have borrowed my words from a famous fable, but the fact is somebody – probably the same little scamp who’d given me a wave from the grave? – had convinced me that if I ventured beyond the fence and into the woods, I would not escape alive or at least un-gnawed by ferocious wild beasts!


Clearly I considered my environment in Rochdale to be fraught with violence and danger, but I dare say all little kids of that era and area probably felt much the same. After all, for most of our lives till then we really had been under constant threat of a fate far worse than being chased by bogeymen, spooked by ghosts, or attacked by lions. Being pelted with stones by a rival gang was far preferable to being bombed.We had survived the war. And so had our parents. Well, mine had. Some kids had lost members of their families. I still had mine. A dad, a mum, and a granny – Dad’s mum. On the face of it, things seemed OK. But they weren’t.


Still clutching my egg in one hand, I opened the back gate with the other. This brought me into our garden. Who am I kidding? It was not a garden, but maybe it was a bit more than a backyard. On one side there was a coal shed where we kept a supply of coke and something even less burnable called ‘nutty slack’, which I imagine was the coalmine equivalent of tobacco sweepings off a cigarette factory floor. And probably even more toxic. Alongside the coal shed was another bricked space with bits of junk – a bike? a pram? – and it was also where I had kept a box with straw and a couple of pet white mice in it. They didn’t last long, as I kept forgetting to feed them, but I think on this particular afternoon they were still alive. On the right was what I remember as an old sink or horse trough with some mud in it, but which was I suspect meant to be a flower-bed. I’m sure there were no flowers.There was a back room window, through which a passer-by might have caught a glimpse of me being soaped down in a tin bath on the kitchen table, something I probably hadn’t realised at the time. On this occasion there was no bath on the table (and of course no me), but there did seem to be lots of plates. But they were not laid out neatly for tea. In fact they seemed in some disarray. Scattered rather than laid. And some were broken.


I turned the key in the back door latch, or maybe it was already open. I went in and was confronted by a scene that has stayed with me for life. There are details missing, and out-of-focus edges, but the essence is perfectly clear. The whole room was strewn with broken crockery. White crockery. Plates, cups, saucers. On the table, on the dressing table, on the chairs, all over the floor. All over the place. All broken. Smashed. In pieces. Some rounded, some jagged. All bright, shiny and white. Except for the blood. Specks and speckles of red. Spatters on the wall. Smears on the lino. But most vivid of all on the crockery. A room full of broken crockery, sparkling white speckled with crimson. If I close my eyes now I can see it today as I saw it then. It’s a clear and strangely clean image. Even though everything was shattered, it wasn’t a mess. And that colour scheme. Classic. Red and white. White and red. What on earth had happened?


Who could I ask? ‘Dad? Dad?’ No reply. Rather less confidently: ‘Mum?’ No reply. ‘Gran?’ I don’t honestly know if my granny had been upstairs, in the front room, hiding under the table, or standing there all along. I can’t even be confident that it was she who explained the situation to me, but who else? I certainly don’t remember if it was a long or short explanation. Probably short. All I remember is this: ‘Your mother was here. She attacked your dad. He’s all right, but he’s at the hospital. Your mother’s gone.’ It’s all I knew then, and it’s all I know now.


I can only presume that Dad came back fairly soon and no doubt told me that everything was fine. He presumably also reassured me that Mum would not be returning imminently.Yes, that’s right, my dad reassured me that my mum would not be coming back. Something wrong there, isn’t there? Mums are supposed to come back. They are not actually supposed to go away.They are supposed to be there all the time. In those days, more than dads. Dads went off to war, dads went to work. Mums stayed at home and looked after the children.


‘Your mum is not coming back.’ These are not normally words of comfort to a kid. But they were to me. I may have been scared of bogeymen, and ghosts, and wild animals, but most of all I was scared of my mum. Not that she had ever harmed or threatened me. Not that I had ever witnessed her harm my dad. Not that I had even seen any evidence of such a thing. Not until now, and even now I still only had my granny’s word for it. ‘She attacked your dad.’ Never for one moment did I think . . . why? Maybe Dad had attacked her. I had heard them rowing at night. Shouting, yelling, but no screams of pain. At least, I don’t think so. I used to get under the blankets to cut out the shouting, and eventually my dad would come in and reassure me. ‘It’s OK. It’s nothing, just words. Bit of a row. It’s fine now.’ And it would usually go quiet and I’d go to sleep. It didn’t even happen very often. Because Mum wasn’t there very often. When Dad said to me that day, ‘She won’t be back’, I don’t know how long she had been away. I wasn’t aware of missing her, because I hadn’t got used to her. Here is a fact. I cannot remember any time whatsoever in my childhood – or beyond– when Mum was actually living with us. As a mother, as a wife. Mum and Dad as parents. I don’t remember her playing with me, or taking me to school, or giving me a bath, or reading to me, or us going on holiday. I don’t remember her cuddling me, and I don’t remember wanting a cuddle. I don’t remember wanting anything from her. Except for her to stay away. Because I was scared of her. But she did stay away, and so I wasn’t scared very often. I am not saying that there weren’t times when Mum and Dad were together with me as their one and only child. A small but happy family. I’m not saying Mum didn’t cuddle me or that I didn’t cling to her. I’m not saying that she didn’t play with me, or read to me, sing to me or bath me. I am saying that if these things did happen, I don’t remember them.


In fact, I only have about half a dozen clear visual memories of moments with Mum.The extracts that make up the trailer to the film I will never see. As I said before, that afternoon in 1947 is arguably my most vivid recollection, and looking back at it now it seems almost beyond coincidence how many elements of my then future life were in there somewhere. Some of my abiding passions. Birds and wildlife (the nest and eggs); sport (football, tennis, cricket already going strong); music and the radio were represented (whatever was on the wireless at the time); and it’s even struck me since that the broken crockery looked like the aftermath of Greek dancing! (Pity about the blood, mind you.) As for the effect my family situation must have had on me as a child, and how it would affect my character and experiences as an adult . . . well, it doesn’t need a shrink to point out that there were bound to be consequences. Except that as a matter of fact it did – take a shrink, that is – and it didn’t happen for a long, long time.


Meanwhile, I can’t take you away from Sparthbottom’s Road in 1947 without sorting out the identification issues of my first true ornithological experience. The nest in the privet hedge belonged to a Dunnock or Hedge Sparrow, the eggs of which are a deep unspotted ultramarine.The mystery fifth egg – slightly larger and rounder, and pale and spotted – was that of a cuckoo. The egg I took started off my egg collection and it has since struck me that if I had taken the cuckoo’s egg instead, I would have saved the lives of the little hedge sparrows it would eventually have turfed out. That’s what cuckoos do. It is certainly a fact that that is the one and only cuckoo’s egg I have ever found.


It also strikes me that this could have been nature indulging in a little bit of ironic wordplay which I have only just figured out. ‘Cuckoo’ . . . as in ‘crazy’, ‘mad’, ‘doolally’, ‘nuts’.






Time: sometime in 2000 and something
Location: a small studio at a local radio station


I was there to be interviewed, but I can’t recall what about. Probably Springwatch, or maybe How to Watch Wildlife.I was chatting with the interviewer, but it was either before or after the actual broadcast. In other words, we were not ‘on air’. I’d probably been reminiscing about early birding exploits, and perhaps boasting about how I like to feel I sort of discovered a place called Upton Warren, which is now a nationally famous nature reserve, but when I first went there as a teenager was just a few flood pools and a gravel pit. The truth is, I didn’t discover it, but perhaps I did help to ‘put it on the map’ as it were.


‘Did you live near there then?’ asked the interviewer.


‘Not really,’ I told him. ‘We lived in Quinton, on the edge of Birmingham’, which is where we’d moved to when we left Rochdale in about 1948. I must have been seventeen when I first ‘found’ Upton, because I used to drive there at weekends, so it must have been when I had just passed my test, and Dad used to let me borrow his car. I often wonder if he checked the milometer, because I used to tell him I was just nipping down the road to a reservoir barely a couple of miles from home, but in fact I often did a huge circuit of all the decent bird spots of the West Midlands, which must surely have clocked up 100 miles or more. I was just about to launch into a convoluted – and only arguably interesting – explanation of reservoir birdwatching during the late 1950s, when the interviewer mercifully (for both of us) cut me off:


‘Only, you see, I know Upton,’ he said, ‘because it’s near Bromsgrove, and I was brought up there. Did you ever visit Bromsgrove?’


‘I certainly did,’ I replied. ‘Bromsgrove School were our big rugby rivals when I went to King Edward’s, Birmingham. The big game of the year was KES v Bromsgrove. We used to play for something called the Siviter Smith Cup, and we’d won it for several years. Till 1959, when I was captain of rugby and . . . we lost!’ I wished I’d never started that one. Bad memory. But it wasn’t as bad as the memory the interviewer’s next remark triggered off.


‘Didn’t I read somewhere that your mother used to live near Bromsgrove?’


I was quite taken aback. ‘Well, yes, she didn’t really live there. She was in a hospital there.’


‘Barnsley Hall?’


‘Yes, Barnsley Hall. It was a psychiatric hospital.’


‘Of course we used to call it Barmy Hall.’


‘Yeah, of course you did.’


‘We used to go on school outings there.’


‘I’m sorry?’ I couldn’t quite believe what he’d just said! ‘You went on school outings to Barnsley Hall? Was it still a . . .’ I hesitated.


‘Yeah, a . . . well, in those days they called them . . .’


I provided the words: ‘Lunatic asylums.’


‘Yes. Nowadays, it’d be a psychiatric hospital, or just a hospital, not even a mental hospital, that’s gone out, but when I was a kid . . .’


‘And me,’ I added and continued, ‘it would’ve been a loony bin, or a madhouse . . . and the patients . . . loonies, nutters, madmen, and madwomen.’


‘And your mother was there?’ It wasn’t an insensitive question, it was fine, sympathetic even, he didn’t need to apologise, but he did. ‘I’m sorry’.


‘It’s OK, I don’t mind talking about it.’ So we did.


‘How long was she was there?’


‘I don’t know. I never knew her at home. So all the time I lived in Birmingham, she must have been in . . .Barmy Hall.’


‘I am sorry,’ he repeated. He was probably wishing he had never started it, but I was glad he had. I had a question for him. ‘Can we just go back a minute? What you said . . . when you were at school near Bromsgrove . . . you used to go on outings – to the local mental hospital?’


At this point, you will appreciate that, though quite a few of my childhood recollections sadden me, I am – I’m happy to say – totally incapable of resisting anything with comic possibilities, no matter how ‘distasteful’, and this was – is – surely a beauty! I mean, most schools have class trips to the local nature reserve, or the zoo, or a museum, possibly even a factory, or a police station, and it’s certainly not uncommon, and in fact highly laudable, for kids to visit a hospital, or an old folk’s home. But this was a first. And I dare say a last. A school trip to a loony bin! Under what heading? was it ‘careers’, or ‘history’, or even ‘wildlife’? Or was it a warning? ‘If you lot don’t do your homework you’ll end up in here.’


I felt the need to know more. ‘How old were your class? Sixth formers?’


‘No, no, year ones and twos. About ten or eleven.’


‘OK. And did you, er . . . what did you actually do?’


‘We had talks from nurses and doctors’.


‘Did you talk to the loonies . . . the patients?’


‘Well, not really. I don’t think a lot of them knew what was going on.’
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