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To my darling wife, my beautiful daughters and the memory of my parents




PART 1:
REWIND


It must be about four in the morning by now, still dark anyway. I can’t make out the red glow of the digital readout on the clock. I’m not awake by choice.


Perhaps it’s jet lag. Twelve hours in the air flying east across nine time zones is enough to confuse anybody. You’d think I’d be used to that by now. Over thirty years in the racket is surely long enough to have grasped the basics.
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The sushi supper blowout can’t have helped. But you can’t come to Tokyo and not overindulge in raw fish and wasabi at the earliest opportunity. Sashimi in the hotel’s highly elaborate wood-panelled traditional tatami dining room, starkly contrasting with the hi-tech neon glow flickering on the other side of the darkened glass. Close your eyes and you could almost forget you were on the fifty-second floor. Almost.


It could be that stopping my sleep. Vertigo. Height makes my head spin and my knees go wobbly. I can feel myself begin to plummet.


‘The Park Hyatt offers beautiful views of Mount Fuji or Shinjuku’, the itinerary says.


It also says we’re playing at the Fuji Rock Festival in a couple of days. So not here for that long.


Maybe it’s this room. It’s a smart, modern hotel room in a chic expensive hotel with an extremely well-stocked minibar – three different flavours of designer crisps and two jars of sophisticated-looking nuts – three buttons to open and close the curtains and a range of fiddly ‘mood lightings’. The current setting is PITCH BLACK with a bit of a dim glow from the bathroom. It took quite a bit of trial and error to get it just right.


But neither the complicated lack of lighting or the lovely crisp white sheets are doing their trick tonight. Which is very unusual: out like a light anywhere in the world is the normal course of events.


OK, best thing to do would be think of something else other than sleep, that usually works. Put your mind somewhere else and see what pops in. Dreams hopefully.


Right, here we go.


How did I get here? That’s always a good question. Think of that, take your mind off it. Try and forget they have the odd earthquake here.


*   *   *


Best go back, all the way back, see what you can drag into the present.


‘What’s the first thing you can remember? Your first real memory?’


Go on, try it – it’s a good game. Fun for all.
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This object in the fields mystified the young me. Was it a witch’s altar or a beacon for flying saucers?





A sunny day. White, very bright white light. I think I’m lying in a pram looking up through a fine net at the sky. I’ve just woken up. There’s a butterfly bumping into the net and fluttering about on it, maybe it’s stuck, flapping about. Huge and very scary. It seems like it wants to attack me.


I’m in the garden at the back of my parents’ house on Gawsworth Road in Macclesfield. A house bordered by green fields, a quiet road and a bus stop.


I don’t like this butterfly. I want it to go away, I want to get out and get away from it. I can’t, so I start crying loudly.


Later. Not sure how much later – more than a couple of years.


Waking one rainy spring morning. The dark grey clouds are low in the sky. Must have been pouring all night.


Outside there’s a commotion.


A cacophony.


Peeping over the ledge of the bedroom window, I see a herd of cows right outside. Too close. I run downstairs and there are cows outside the kitchen window too.


The house is surrounded by big black-and-white bellowing cows. They’ve broken down a fence and escaped, they want to explore. The big back lawn is a flooded mess of mud and cow shit. I can’t understand how this has happened.


Cows are supposed to be nice docile things. This lot look angry.




1
BATTERIES NOT INCLUDED
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Gawsworth Road, Macclesfield.





That’s the place, our back garden. That’s me on the right, recumbent, sulking – always reluctant to have my picture taken, even then. It was a Sunday morning when Mum took that snap with her Kodak. That’s my Sunday face.


We are on our way to church, Amanda and me. That’s Amanda on the left. She’s my three-years-younger sister.


We are waiting to be dragged off by our Auntie Elsie to the harvest festival at St Andrew’s Church. This was where, I was told, you took things to be distributed among the poor and needy.


That’s a basket of things, tins of fruit (tinned pears, at a guess) and such, that I will later very reluctantly pass on to the poor and needy. You can tell my heart’s not really in it from the picture, can’t you? What a slob.


I had a bit of a strop on that day. Sundays always used to put me in a bad mood. Being dragged off to church when I could be doing something much more interesting was bound to be a bit of downer, wasn’t it? Well, Sundays were always like that. I remember that basket was bloody heavy even without the tin opener, which I thought would have been a useful addition to its contents.


On the bench under the basket of bounty there is a small rusty metal plaque with a few lines from D. F. Gurney on it:




The kiss of the sun for pardon,


The song of the birds for mirth,


One is nearer God’s heart in a garden


Than anywhere else on earth.





I don’t know why but I thought that God himself had made that wooden bench. I once tried carving my initials in it with an amber-handled screwdriver.


That’d teach God.


See that worn-down, muddy bit of grass above the step? It’s at the exact spot where I realised I could ride a bike – one minute I was falling over and the next I was off pedalling furiously down the lawn. That was it. A boy on a bike spelt freedom. I was off down the road all the way to the bus stop and then the paper shop on the Weston Estate; next stop the Big City. Or at least the not-so-bright lights of Macclesfield. But first I’d have to pass the Cycling Proficiency Test. Qualifications always get in the way. I didn’t want to get into trouble with the two coppers who lived across the way. They’d stopped my friend Geoff from up the road and warned him about riding without lights and a bell. The reckless lives we lived on Gawsworth Road, in Macclesfield.


The area had been a rural idyll around the 1920s – just a few houses surrounded by acres of pasture.


‘I remember when all this used to be just fields,’ my grandma used to say on her weekly visits.


By the time I arrived on the scene the greenery was getting a little depleted, swallowed up by a new housing estate with a little row of shops: newsagent, chemist and launderette. Turn left out of our gate and you were in some kind of suburbia; turn right and you could get lost in fields and woodlands.


Sorry, I’m getting a bit ahead of myself here. We’ve not even been introduced, have we?


My name’s Stephen – Stephen Paul David Morris to be precise. I was born on 28 October 1957 at some ungodly hour in the morning, but I do like an early start. Don’t like to see a morning wasted, well, not now anyway. Back then it was another story. So much time to be wasted.


I was born blond and christened in a dress; Paul Anka topped the hit parade with ‘Diana’. I was oblivious to all that back then, of course.


My parents were Hilda (b. 1923) and Clifford Morris (b. 1912). Dad was really called George Clifford but he avoided using the name George at all times. George was his father’s name and he did not like his father one bit. My grandfather George was a bit of a one: a swine or a black sheep. After producing nine children, he decided enough was enough. He slung his hook and departed one Christmas night, leaving the family high and dry with no forwarding address.


It was very difficult to get any information from my father about the runaway George. He had served in the Royal Flying Corps in the First World War and came back from the front with revolutionary views. Besides that, he was a randy so-and-so and a scrounge. He was also, so my father told me, an anarchist!


My grandfather and his chums would meet in a local alehouse and drunkenly conspire to blow up Macclesfield municipal gasworks. Where he would have got the equipment to accomplish this terrorist act is anybody’s guess. Ninety years later, Tesco did the job for him.


History does not with any certainty recall what became of my would-be revolutionary grandfather. He really and truly vanished off the face of the earth. Not many people have pulled that one off. There was some talk that he left to fight for the Bolsheviks in Russia, which would have been a strange move for an anarchist. There was one rumour that he may have got as far as Australia, and another that his adventure took him to glamorous Congleton, 8.7 miles away, but none of this has ever been verified. Even the internet shrugged.


Grandad George had left his wife Elizabeth Ann and a bunch of kids to fend for themselves. This would be in the early 1920s. ‘Times were hard’, so my father’s stories of his early life went. Brothers and sisters sleeping sardine-like or hot bunking. It was a struggle for Elizabeth Ann, living off lodgers and laundry. Clifford doing his best to be a breadwinner from an early age, delivering newspapers and oatcakes. Flitting from house to house along the same terrace in Hibel Road. My father may have hated George so much that he never used his name, but I liked the idea of my grandad – a vanishing anarchist, man of mystery, black sheep.


Clifford started a trend among the Morris family: all his brothers went under aliases. Johnny was oddly christened Jack and was the musician of the clan – clarinet and saxophone were his thing. He played in local dance bands, including the Ambrose Dance Band, while Dad aka Cliff put on the dances. He was ‘playing second fiddle’, he said, giving me the mistaken impression that he had some hidden musical talent. My father always loved music, though. Duke Ellington was his man. He loved the Marx Brothers, too. Who doesn’t like that?
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The Ambrose Dance band in action.
That’s Johnny on tenor sax, far left. What an ace drum kit!





Eric, the youngest brother, was also known as Spanker; whenever there was any trouble, the finger would always be pointed in young Eric’s direction. Ever the scapegoat, he took his punishment manfully, hence the moniker. He reminded me of television’s Sgt Ernie Bilko (Phil Silvers), always looking for an angle, a scheme or a shortcut. The other siblings were Evelyn, Nellie, Irene aka Renee, Hilda (no, not my mother), Colin aka Clonky and, strangely, another unfortunate George.


My father used to entertain Amanda and me with improbable stories of our family’s history. As well as tales of my comedy-villain grandad, he told us about the Morris family’s underground forced rhubarb factory and other unlikely but entertaining tales. My favourite yarn, though, was ‘The Tale of Great Uncle Jack’.


Jack, so the story goes, went to serve Queen and Country fighting the Boer in Africa. The younger me presumed that these were of the hairy porcine variety. Jack contracted a mystery illness, which, for reasons that were never made clear, he couldn’t see an army doctor about. Instead, he decided to seek the help of a local witch doctor. ‘No Jack!’ his comrades implored him. ‘Not the witch doctor!’ But Jack would have none of it. Off he went alone in search of the native medicine man. Just like Grandad George, he was never seen alive again. Another Morris, vanishing into the ether, just like that. I think I found the idea of soldiers fighting giant pigs more frightening than anything.


Natives, witch doctors, soldiers in pith helmets fighting possessed pigs – I had no idea my leg was being pulled.


I’d been told frequently that I had what they call a ‘vivid imagination’ and was ‘very highly strung’.


This last phrase puzzled me greatly. I was certainly an anxious individual and a natural-born worrier but what was this reference to string? It didn’t make sense – maybe a grown-up thing. Like ‘How long is a piece of string?’ which was the answer to most of my questions. What was this adult fixation with string?


I liked dark things (what growing boy doesn’t?). Grisly murders, ghosts, vampires, werewolves – that sort of thing. Most of this was fuelled by comics.


Mum would take me and Amanda to visit our maternal grandmother, Sarah, every Saturday without fail. Grandma was a large, solemn lady, who wore bombazine and had her hair pinned tightly in a bun. I hated my grandmother’s dark and dingy house. The curtains were always drawn and there was a dark presence in the house: my Desperate-Dan-bewhiskered grandfather, Fred. A veteran of Gallipoli and Mesopotamia, he got through the First World War without a scratch only to be badly injured in a motorbike accident as soon as he got home.


Fred was confined to a bed in the small front room. He’d groan when we arrived as Grandma tried to cover up the steel and leather callipers attached to his legs. He didn’t like being disturbed. His threat to me was that I would be locked in the coal hole for waking him. I didn’t much like the coal hole. Fred would need shaving, though, and whether he liked it or not (he didn’t), come Saturday my mum or her sister Elsie would shave his whiskers.


The house was cold and dismal. The hourly chimes of the ticking clocks were the only break in the silence. The saving grace was that at the end of the ordeal we were treated to a visit to Horace Bracegirdle’s newsagents to get the latest comics.


Horace was a large, florid man of Dickensian appearance. He was missing half an ear – a dog had taken the other half, my mother said. That put me off dogs for a long time. His assistant, Jill, was completely the opposite, tall and pale, with her height exaggerated by a permanent neck brace. She spoke with an odd Swedish accent; she’d had too much vinegar on her chips, my mother said. This was confusing as I liked vinegar and it never did me any harm. Horace’s shop also possessed a top shelf of smut, such as Health and Efficiency naturist magazine – all very tame today but in the early sixties this stuff would blow a young chap’s socks off. Amanda and I were shepherded away from these, obviously, to the haven of Horace’s confectionery tray.


There lay the highlight of my week: A. & B. C. chewing gum. Well, not so much the chewing gum itself. That was pretty much inedible.


‘It’s made of dead horses,’ my mother would warn in a doomed attempt to dissuade me from my addiction. Amanda got a quarter of the much safer humbugs.


My interest was more the picture cards that came with the gum. They probably tasted better, but I didn’t care. I was a fevered collector of these cards, which I swapped with my friends. Some of these, such as the ‘Outer Limits’ series, scared me witless; and some, such as the gory Second World War battle series, were banned at school for their depictions of brutal death and violence. These were highly prized for their shock value. But my favourites were always the Batman series. I was desperate to collect the entire set and, despite swapping cards and chomping through a mountain of the pink gum, there was always at least one card that eluded me.
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Still, there were always the comics themselves to pore over – that’s what we came here for, wasn’t it?


I loved Batman, the Mighty Thor, Iron Man and good old Spiderman. They lived in the USA where the colours were bright and things actually happened. Deranged mobsters, fantastic beings from other worlds and evil scientists would wreak havoc on an unsuspecting world, only to be defeated by the superpowers of our hero. I had noticed that there was a distinct lack of super-powered citizens in Macclesfield; in fact, the whole of Great Britain was an uncanny skills-free zone. There was derring-do of another form, though, as illustrated in the pages of the Victor and Commando comics. OK, they were in black and white, but the (allegedly) true stories of plucky Tommies fighting off hordes of evil Jerries, whose superior firepower was no match for our tea-drinking boys’ cool courage and guile, were educational and oddly fascinating. I wondered if any of my many uncles were in the elite fighting forces of the Second World War.


To a six-year-old boy, the war still seemed like a great adventure. Why didn’t we still sleep in bomb shelters? Surely it was still a sensible precaution.


My absolute favourite of all of these publications was TV Century 21, based around the exploits and adventures of Gerry Anderson’s TV wooden heroes and heroines. It presented itself as a newspaper from the future, a hi-tech world of flying cars and cities beneath the waves. The cutaway drawings of these future vehicles seemed very real and projected a world that was tantalisingly close, so long as you remained oblivious to the strings that animated this marionette metropolis.


Amanda had no interest in any of this world of the future and settled instead for a copy of Mandy or Bunty, which, of course, held no interest for me. I did have an odd fascination for the cut-out-andcolour wardrobe figurines, but most of their contents were embarrassing girl’s stuff.


Growing up in Gawsworth Road in the sixties was easy. It was, if not idyllic, at least a very safe place. OK, you couldn’t play football in the road – well, you could, but not for very long. The policemen who lived across the road would give you what for. But it was definitely a peaceful kind of middle-class road that led nowhere but woods, farms, churches, country pubs and the giant radio telescope at Jodrell Bank. A very cosy place to grow up in the 1960s.


Wikipedia describes Macclesfield as ‘relatively affluent’; the keyword here, I suspect, is ‘relatively’. Macclesfield today is surrounded by wealth: Prestbury, Alderley Edge are now home to rich and famous football and TV personalities. The town centre, though, is in even further decline than it was in my day.


Sixties Macc was a mill town that had lost the adjective ‘thriving’ somewhere along the way. It somehow was still making a go of it with new artificial textiles, and in 1966 ICI came to town, built a large plant and Macclesfield got into pharmaceuticals.


The town had started in the button business, then in the nineteenth century moved into silk in a big way. If you didn’t work or have some connection to the weaving or textile trade, then you were just passing through. It was silk, silk, bloody silk all the way until these new-fangled synthetic textiles came along – not natural if you ask me. The static shock off a nylon shirt should have told us something. But times were changing and it was adapt and survive or enter a period of tortuously slow decline.


So although there were mills aplenty in Macc, their tall red-brick chimneys belched less and less smoke as the years wore on. They may have mostly been dark and satanic, but there was great fun to be had exploring a derelict mill.


Besides textiles, Macclesfield laid claim to being the birthplace of Hovis bread. I’ll never the forget the day in 1967, aged ten, when my mother and a car full of my relatives – gleeful gloaters – picked me up at the school gates.


‘Hurry up, Stephen! We’re off on a trip. Hovis is on fire! It’s all going up!’


Why so much excitement for a burning loaf? I thought as I squashed my way into the overloaded vehicle and we sped our way up Buxton Road.


It seemed the whole town had turned out. The road was crammed with badly parked cars. By now the pillar of grey smoke dispelled my idea that it was a faulty toaster that had excited my family to fever pitch. We joined the crowd lining the canal banks and solemnly watched as the roof of the bread mill blazed.


‘Well, that’s the end of that then. Town’s ruined.’


‘End of an era,’ the ever-optimistic town folk cried. We love a good tragedy in Macclesfield. It breaks up the tedium.


I suspected my mother was either a spy herself or else head of the Macclesfield branch of Reuters news agency. Her conversations always began with ‘You’ll never guess what . . .’


There’s no answer to that, is there?


‘Fred Grainger’s had an accident, fell off his ladder. They think he’s broke his legs. Ooh, he is in a bad way.’


Further enquiries as to who the hell Fred Grainger might be would only produce more confusion.


‘You know: Fred! Nelly’s sister’s husband. Used to work in the butcher’s, now he’s on the windows. Well, he was. Bunty rang and told me. Ooh, he is in a bad way. I’ll just let our Elsie know.’


With each piece of tragic news my family grew larger and more convoluted while simultaneously teetering on the brink of extinction. I was always almost losing relatives I’d never heard of.


Then there was Parkside mental hospital. Originally called the Cheshire County Asylum, it was built in 1871, around the time the Morrises first appeared in the town, although that’s probably a co incidence. There is no nice easy way of putting this: another of Macc’s speciality industries was the treatment, or more likely the containment, of the mentally ill.


Parents from the surrounding areas would scare their children to sleep at night with the promise that if they did not behave they would be sent to Macclesfield.


Before you get too much of a bad idea about the place, I’d best point out that Parkside, unlike the mills, appeared quite welcoming. It didn’t have the look of a prison or a sinister Victorian workhouse. It was set in parkland and was outwardly quite grand and unthreatening. It comprised the largest collection of buildings in the town, had its own fire brigade, sports club and swimming pool, and in the 1960s and 1970s the highlight of Macclesfield’s year was Parkside’s legendary annual Christmas Disco. Tickets were highly sought after and the night was the talk of the town for weeks before and after. Nonetheless, the hospital was usually a self-contained world of its own, and what went on inside was shrouded in mystery and viewed with suspicion.


So throughout my childhood Macclesfield was a town with two faces: an industrial weaving town in decline and a growing centre for the pharmaceutical and mental health industries.


There was no avoiding Parkside. It was quite close to where we lived, and going to school each day meant driving past it and wondering what the hell went on in there. Like it or not, Parkside involved everyone who lived in the town. Sooner or later it would cross your path. Like the smell of the gasworks, it got everywhere. As a child, I would meet some very odd people round town, and not all of them were patients. I love odd people. I seem to attract them. Always have.


The smell of gas and the mental hospital weren’t the only backdrop to my childhood. The Second World War still cast its shadow everywhere in my little world – from games of ‘Japs and Commandos’, to collecting those garish chewing-gum cards, and gluing my fingers together cobbling up my own plastic air force of Airfix model kits.


Spitfires, Hurricanes, Messerschmitts and Lancasters. That any of my finished creations bore any resemblance to the images on the heroic box art was for the most part down to my vivid imagination.


‘Read the instructions thoroughly before assembly’ was the first bit of advice I disregarded. ‘Always follow the recommended sequence of construction’ was the second. I just wanted to get the things built as quickly as possible. I would very rarely wait for the glue to dry before I started slapping on a coat of glossy brown, green or any other coloured paint I could find. One of the first casualties of the construction of my miniature air museum was my mum’s kitchen table. I was soon told that any future model-making activity would have to take place outside the house in the cold, cobweb-curtained garage. The wearing of gloves and an overcoat for warmth didn’t improve my technique but they did keep the glue and paint off my fingers – a bit.


My parents had lived through the war and experienced something that I never would. What was it like? I wanted to know. I thought that in building the kits I would find out somehow.


It was always the interior of the planes that interested me most, and the area I took the greatest care in painting. Especially the legless plastic pilot, who, glued to his seat, was mostly invisible when the kit was finished. I wanted to build a miniature world of my own. Being alone in the garage, a haven of plastic and glue, was an escape from school and my parents.


During the war my father, Clifford, had worked for Vickers and Avro in the aircraft construction game. Maybe that was where I got it from. Not that he did anything that involved the construction of aircraft itself, for if there was one thing he was not, it was being capable of constructing anything. He understood the principles, how the things worked and how they were made well enough. But the chances of him actually producing anything that could fly were zilch. He was a desk jockey, looking after technical drawings and reference books, during the war. Probably the safest thing for everyone involved. He may have inherited his interest in aviation from his father, the villainous George, or maybe he didn’t fancy getting shot at. I never did get to the bottom of that one.


Before that, he was a nationwide travelling salesman in hosiery. How he got from selling stockings to his later vocation, kitchen taps, via heavy bombers is a convoluted tale shrouded in mystery.


Let’s just say he enjoyed travelling. He was in Berlin with his brother Eric in 1936 to see Jesse Owens get gold. Eric told tales of abuse at the hands of the Nazis at the time but Clifford would not comment. He would not speak of such things. Eric, it must be said, was known to exaggerate at times.


My father would set off to work at 6.30 a.m. whatever the weather and would not be seen again until eight in the evening. He would have his fish supper, settle down in his armchair in front of the fire and have his four Gold Labels and two cigars. Never more, never less. Regular as clockwork.


My mother called him Cliff. He called her the Dragon – not to her face, obviously.
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My mother at war.





My mother had spent the war in the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS). She trained at Catterick, where the men were good dancers, and served at Donnington, where they were not.


Cessation of hostilities saw my mother back in Macclesfield, working at Neckwear Ltd, one of the town’s many textile mills.


My sister’s arrival back in 1960 had taken me a bit by surprise. I was three and the world was still full of shocks. Mum was ‘away’ for a while which meant that Clifford had to take on a bit of parental responsibility as to the feeding of a three-year-old.


The Cedar Grove area of Macclesfield, my father’s family home and his natural habitat, was, it turned out, not exactly noted for its haute cuisine, but Dad hadn’t even grasped the fundamentals. The only thing that Clifford could cook which did not involve copious quantities of Lea & Perrin’s to impart a bit of flavour was the standard hard-boiled egg. Egg after egg after egg. A few days of this dietary monotony and a rather nasty red rash appeared on my skin. This was speedily diagnosed as an ‘allergy’, whether to eggs specifically or Dad’s cooking in general was glossed over, as were the names of his previous victims.


From then on, I would dine with Mum’s sister, Auntie Elsie, until the day came when I was taken to the hospital and introduced to my sister for the first time. She had a small spot on her chin. It worried me. What if it spread? What if I caught it?


Mum’s return home brought back eating as normal and soon this worry passed from my mind, but Amanda’s arrival meant a bit of an upheaval in the general arrangements of life at 122 Gawsworth Road.


Where was the newborn to sleep? Not with me, surely?


The layout of our house on Gawsworth Road (aka Birley; it had a name as well as a number, it was that posh) was two downstairs rooms, front and back, otherwise known as the lounge and the dining room, as well as a small kitchen and a tiny pantry. Upstairs there were two bedrooms, again front and back, a bathroom, a loo and the small ‘other room’. This was what Clifford was using for his office even though 11 Cedar Grove was officially his business address. This was to fool the bailiffs presumably. They would have to deal with Uncle Johnny first, 11 Cedar Grove’s sole occupant at the time.


Now you would think that the arrival of a child wouldn’t present too much difficulty in a house like this: put the parents in one bedroom, kids in the other, and put a lock on the office door just to be on the safe side. Voilà, what could be simpler? No, this was too straightforward, and being straightforward was not the Morris way. There were other things to be considered, but what these were I confess I still don’t know to this day. The arrangement that was finally settled upon was that Mum would have the back bedroom to herself. The office was turned into Amanda’s bedroom, and for the foreseeable future I would be sharing a bedroom with my dear old Dad. I don’t remember being involved in the consultation process that led to this decision.


This arrangement did not seem in the slightest bit unusual to me at first but later on I realised that everyone else thought it was a bit odd.


‘You sleep with your dad? What, are you that scared of the dark or sommat?’ was my friends’ surprised reaction when I mentioned the inner workings of my home.


‘No, course not, I like the dark,’ was my tentative defence.


What I did like about this room was the gas fire. I was always on the lookout for stray matches so I could clandestinely experiment with igniting the room’s sole heat source. I would turn out the lights and sit as close as I could to the hissing amber glow. It felt comfy.


‘Don’t do that,’ my mother urged. ‘You’ll get chilblains.’


I wasn’t sure whether I wanted chilblains or not.


By the gas fire I discovered books. I balanced Edgar Allan Poe with P. G. Wodehouse, The Raven versus The Empress of Blandings.


The thing was, Dad got up really, really early and got home really, really late, if he got home at all. His tap-selling activities meant that he had to travel great distances and was often away for days at a time. I supposed I must have been the soundest sleeper and therefore the least likely to be disturbed by his nocturnal comings and goings. My father was often troubled by night terrors. His nocturnal ravings and ramblings took a little bit of getting used to. Anyway, I slept with the light on.


While I had gained a room-mate, the business had lost an office. I think my mother was pleased by this.


Clifford Morris worked as a manufacturer’s agent, having set up a company with his brothers Johnny and Eric. He sold kitchen and bathroom items on commission, and would travel around the northwest taking orders from builder’s merchants. He sold taps, kitchen units, copper cylinders, sanitary ware, sink tops, galvanised tanks, baths and toilet seats.


His role was broadly that of a sales rep or middle man. The niche this job occupied has today been killed off by telesales companies, the internet or companies realising they could do the job themselves.


He would leave the house before dawn and set off with his Vauxhall estate car laden with samples, brochures and price lists of the goods on offer.


He knew a thing or two about selling. He knew that unless people remembered who you were they would be unlikely to call you when they needed you. He adopted a gimmick – everyone needs a gimmick. He would wear a bowler hat. This item of headgear may have been highly fashionable once upon a time, but in the 1960s it was becoming an anachronism. The bowler hat was my father’s trademark.


He would arrange to have pens, pencils, packets of paper clips, calendars, drink mats and paperweights produced with stylised depictions of his hat and his initials GCM, and also incorporating his lucky colour, green. These he would hand out to prospective buyers. These promotional items were not masterpieces of design but they served their purpose. They said ‘Call Me’ and hinted at a reliable and hopefully pleasurable experience.


He was pretty successful and was widely respected throughout the building trade. His motto, pinched from the London Stock Exchange, was ‘My Word, My Bond’, a phrase that he drummed into me from a very early age. He did his utmost to live up to it and would do anything to avoid letting his customers down. He was thought of as an old-fashioned gentlemen and, as time went on, this became another anachronism. His was not the high-pressure sales technique. It relied more on time and effort. Sometimes visits to the furthest outpost of his empire would mean he was away from home for days at a time. Weekends he would also spend working, much to my mother’s displeasure. To compensate for this lack of attention, my mother decided to become the first female motorist in Gawsworth Road.


After the arrival of my sister he moved his business into a gothiclooking building called Evington House. It was part of the former barracks of the Cheshire Militia. The building was rambling, rundown and haunted. I loved it.


On Sundays after church, I would find myself press-ganged into the family business, working at Evington House. His car would need restocking with giveaway pens and pencils (these were a great success and you still find them in builders’ yards today), sales brochures and price lists, all filed in wooden trays on the back seat of his Vauxhall. For sixpence I was easily bought.


This later expanded into production of the brochures themselves. I would spend many a Sunday afternoon turning mountains of paper into hundreds of poorly stapled brochures while listening to Two-way Family Favourites and eventually Pick of the Pops on the radio.


The going rate was 100 brochures for a shilling (5p).


I didn’t mind as I could never see the point of Sundays anyway. It was just dead time. There was nothing else to do on a Sunday afternoon in Macclesfield. There was cycling and playing in the fields – nothing that a visitor from the twenty-first century would recognise as ‘entertainment’. The shops were shut, the pubs were shut. Once a month there was the odd parade with a band, but that was it. A ghost town would have been more fun. To make matters worse there was a semi-reprise of this situation on Wednesday afternoons when the ritual known as ‘half-day closing’ was enacted – you couldn’t even buy a loaf. You could starve on a Wednesday lunchtime if you weren’t careful.


The nadir of tedium for the casual visitor to Macc would occur around the second week of June: the Barnaby holiday. The entire town (yes everybody, every shop, every pub, every mill) would shut up shop for two weeks and descend on Blackpool for fun, frolics and warm beer. If you were unfortunate enough to find yourself stuck in Macclesfield during the Barnaby holiday, watching the traffic lights change would have been the sole leisure activity.


Luckily for my father, he lived to work. His only leisure activity was the weekend football match or athletics meeting. He helped organise the Central School Old Boys football team, which would take him away at weekends to matches, occasionally with a reluctant son in tow. Another of his soccer-related duties involved cleaning the team’s dirty strips, a duty he press-ganged my mum into.


My mother, naturally, resented this and, though there were never arguments or rows, there were tense silences and a frosty atmosphere at times.
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HOME AND ABROAD


Ah, the thirst for knowledge leads to one place and so it was with a great deal of reluctance that I was deposited each weekday at Mrs Berrington’s Preparatory School for Boys and Girls. It’s fair to say that me and education have never really got on. Mrs Berrington had one idea and I had another. I wanted to write with my left hand: this was not allowed. I wanted to write backwards: this apparently was madness. I would run away and hide at playtime and refuse to surrender when called. This was too much for Mrs B.


The school had what you would call a rebrand today, and became Mrs Berrington’s Preparatory School for Girls. Problem solved. I was out. No way was I wearing a skirt.


Mrs Berrington did give me my first go at playing music, though. I fancied the tambourine; it had those jingly things and looked cool. But apparently it was too easily damaged and I was demoted to the sturdier triangle, which I clanged with gusto whether the tune needed it or not.


Amanda went there after me and did very well. She was a girl and didn’t mind wearing a skirt, which fitted right in with Mrs B’s target demographic. She was also bright. She immediately grasped that writing was what the right hand was for, and unlike me had no interest in gluing things together badly.


*   *   *


I started going to Christ Church Primary School in 1963. I got through Classes 1 and 2 of the infants division without too much heartache. Of course, there was the odd encounter with the slipper but there you go, that was life. No Childline for us then. Getting a hiding from the teacher’s slipper or even worse, the headmaster’s cane, was one of life’s hazards for the boys at my school. The girls were spared and got lines instead. Probably something like ‘Write out 100 times: “I must not talk to Stephen in class.”’


Christ Church was, as you may have gathered, a mixed-sex school. Despite the girls showing little interest in comics and chewing-gum card collecting, we all got on with each other well. I was used to being around girls, having a sister of my own.


As Amanda was excelling and generally being good at Mrs Berrington’s, she didn’t join me at Christ Church. I think I had just as many female friends as boys – I wasn’t shy. I would go to their houses for tea, although they were never allowed to visit mine.


If there was one thing I hated about Christ Church it was the daily compulsory milk-drinking routine. Every morning without fail the small bottles of white fluid would appear complete with tiny paper straws. I am not even sure it was proper milk. The sparrows seem to know something was up and never attacked the bottle tops. The milk certainly didn’t taste like the same stuff you’d put on your Ricicles for breakfast and was more chalky water. I held a deep-seated fear that it might contain tadpoles or some other living organism, which must have come from some classroom rumour.


I would do anything to avoid the milk ration, but the only ploy that would work was to get myself appointed to the post of Milk Monitor on a regular basis. I was always first up with the arm when it was time to volunteer for the task in the morning. I am sure my enthusiasm must have seemed a bit suspicious, but once I had the job it was a simple matter of losing a bottle, either by kindly giving some poor soul an extra dose (there was the odd one who did actually like the stuff) or, more successfully, doing a bit of a switcheroo while counting the stuff out of the crate and making sure I ended up with an empty bottle.


If we didn’t have it, though, we would all die of rickets – anyway, that was the answer I got when I asked casually, ‘So, why do we have this free milk then, miss? Can they not sell it?’ This was literally a schoolboy error. It must have alerted the authorities to the fact that my keenness for milk distribution was a ploy as I was never chosen again.


I was never top of the class. My school reports usually ended with ‘Must try harder.’ I never did. The problem was my lack of patience. I wanted to get to the end of whatever I was doing as quickly as possible. Anything that required thinking about, like maths, bored me – it took too long and I would only get the answer wrong anyway, so why bother? I loved reading, though, comics especially. I’d read anything even if I couldn’t really understand it. I’d always have a go. One book that we had to read at school that I really loved was Alan Garner’s The Weirdstone of Brisingamen, a really scary story with a local setting. It must have done wonders for the Alderley Edge Tourist Board – this was before the footballers and toffs in Bentleys moved in.


So while I wasn’t brilliant at school, I was doing all right, but I was rubbish at football. My dad could never understand that – surely anyone could play football? That aside, I made a lot of friends and avoided any really serious trouble.


It all went a bit wrong one summer morning. I was in Class 3 juniors so it’d be 1967 or 1968. Every morning we would troop into the hall for assembly. Stand there and sing the hymn with the aid of the words printed on the large flipchart-type crib sheets. Listen to a bit of a reading about how great Jesus was. Then close our eyes for a spot of praying to the Lord above. During the hymn-singing section of the performance my head started feeling a bit odd, kind of buzzy, and the letters on the board started to look a bit unusual, sort of wobblier than before and a bit more colourful. This wasn’t right. I was starting to feel all clammy, there was a funny metallic noise coming from somewhere and it was a bit like the feeling I got when I overdid the gluing with the Airfix.


I got on with the praying, eyes clenched shut in the hope that divine intervention might sort it out. Mr Nichols, the headmaster, spoke the final ‘Amen’ and I opened my eyes, but it was still dark. I closed and opened them again. Still black. The lad on my right, eager to get to class, was nudging me to get a move on so I started shuffling to my left, hoping to follow the next in line. Bit hard when you’re sightless, and somehow I managed to bump into a teacher.


‘Watch where you’re going, Stephen.’


‘I think I’ve gone blind, sir,’ I replied as the metallic ringing noise reached a crescendo. I fell to the floor unconscious.


When I finally came to, I was lying on the floor in the upstairs cloakroom surrounded by worried adults, still feeling very strange. Although my vision was back, there seemed to be odd blue haloes dancing around everything. Well at least I hadn’t thrown up. The ultimate embarrassment. Perhaps the school milk dodging had not been such a good idea and this was a sign of the onset of rickets. I was sent off to the doctor to find out.


‘Probably just a one-off occurrence, growing pains most likely, nothing to worry about.’


But it wasn’t just a one-off. It kept happening, sometimes accompanied by a really strange sensation. It’s hard to describe but it was as if everything was a drawing on a sheet of paper; there was no depth to anything, as though the whole world had gone two-dimensional – like a cartoon but more Captain Pugwash than Tom and Jerry. It still makes me feel weird just thinking about it.


Trying to find the upside to these losses of consciousness led me to suspect that they might in fact be some kind of superpower. A power that, if I could harness it, would give me unlimited time off school and a life of leisure. It didn’t quite work. Try as I might, I could not keel over at will. Whenever I blacked out it would be always at the worst possible time or in the worst possible place. Sometimes both.


So I got sent back to the doctor, he sent me to another doctor and then another who sent me to some sort of specialist. He took blood tests, brain tests, all sorts of tests. I popped into Parkside for some of them – that was interesting. But none of this testing was getting anywhere so there would have to be more testing somewhere else.


The upshot of these investigations was that it was probably something brain-related.


‘It’s probably something mental, all in the mind,’ was the doctor’s verdict.


‘Well, he has always been highly strung,’ my mother replied. There was that string again.


As it turned out, I would have these occasional episodes for much of the rest of my childhood. I would eventually end up being sent to see a psychologist, then a hypnotist (honest!), then a psychologist again. This was not good. Seeing a shrink at the age of ten and I hadn’t even started smoking and drinking yet.




[image: Illustration]


The closest I ever came to actually flying a plane.





I looked forward to the summer holidays. Those five weeks that seemed to stretch out forever were a chance to try and escape the inexorable gravitational pull of Macclesfield and Dad’s office, and to spend some time together as a family. What were we thinking? First Blackpool, naturally, then further afield to Torquay. Fawlty Towers had yet to open so we went to inspect the remains of the oil slick from the SS Torrey Canyon and paid a visit to Dartmoor prison. It was grim – both the prison and Dad’s driving. On one excursion I recall Mum threw up on my head. We certainly knew how to have a good time.


Though it has to be said not entirely conventional, travels with my father would frequently involve being taken to inspect a town’s lavatorial workmanship. He was keen on observing the local brass and sanitary ware. At the time, I could see nothing remotely dodgy in this. It was his occupation, after all, and it was a very different age. But a father and son inspecting the latest non-concussive taps and state-of-the-art urinals would in today’s climate be viewed as very dodgy indeed.


For a couple of years our holiday destinations were slightly more exotic, though, before we returned to the safer bets of Paignton, Pwllheli and Llandudno.


One summer in the early sixties we set off from Gawsworth Road on a driving holiday arranged by my father. Our destination was the delightful French town of Dinard. On the roads of England and Wales, he was a reasonably accomplished driver. But once we crossed the Channel on the Brittany ferry things began to come unstuck. His grasp of the French language was about as good as his son’s and my mother’s navigational skills were not exactly on a par with a homing pigeon. The meaning of road signs was a constant worry.


On a typical interaction between driver and navigator, he asked, ‘What’s that sign say, Hilda?’


My mother, consulting the well-thumbed pages of the yellow AA guide to driving on the continent, replied, ‘Chausay Deformay, Cliff.’


‘What? Beware of deformed horses? Are you sure that’s what it says?’


‘Yes, Chausay Deformay, that’s what it says here.’


Time and again we would miss the turning for Dinard as Clifford forgot which side of the road he was meant to be driving on, while me and Amanda then spent the rest of the journey looking from the back seat for evidence of the poor mutated animals. They would, we guessed, most likely have been injured by previous English motorists.


We stayed in a small hotel overlooking the bay. It felt like time had ground to a halt there around about 1921. I was fascinated by the birdcage elevator but I struggled to reach the buttons.


I shared a room with Amanda, which felt very strange. I loved opening and closing the green wooden shutters on the windows with their tiny faux balconies outside and watching the boats going to and fro across the turquoise waves to Saint-Malo.


Our delightful sojourn was short-lived. On the second night my parents returned from their nightly trip to the bar for, they said, a barrel of beer and found Amanda fast asleep and me in a distressed state. I was hysterical. The mothball-scented room, it seemed to me, had been invaded by a swarm of hallucinatory butterflies, fluttering menacingly in flashing colours. I was inconsolable and, as it turned out, running a fever.


The following day my father was dispatched with me in tow to find a doctor. I r emember being dragged groggily about the town as my father asked, ‘Ou est the medicine?’


We were directed through a gate into an open courtyard and there, at one end, was an illuminated green cross above an open door.


Believing his quest was at an end, my father dragged me in. I remember that along one wall there sat a row of women who were very obviously in the later stages of pregnancy. Now, in the course of our walking tour of Dinard, my skin had begun to erupt in virulent red spots. My father, more concerned with quizzing locals and thus locating the local physician, had failed to notice this fact. Unfortunately the large woman who sat behind the wooden desk had not. She took one look at me and shrieked, ‘La rougeole! La rougeole! Allez, allez, allez!’ as she left her seat and bustled me and Clifford back out into the street as swiftly as possible.


The now horrified mothers, understandably alarmed at the spotty, infectious child being dangerously close to them, tried to move as far away from us as possible. We were flung out onto the street and berated with what I can only guess was the French for ‘Are you fucking mad?’ The ante-natal receptionist’s diagnosis, it turned out, was correct. I was suffering from the measles.


This was terrible! Why did I have to get ill on holiday? In the normal course of events measles was a sure-fire two weeks off school. Instead, I was shunned, isolated in the hotel bedroom for days – confined to bed as outside the sun shone. The sound of children playing and laughing on the beach outside my open window mocked me. For entertainment, I resorted to counting how many little boats crossed over to Saint-Malo and back every day. Like chalk marks on the wall marking time. No one from the hotel would enter the room – food was left on a tray outside the door – and the staff wanted me gone. The sooner the better. I was bad for business.


Eventually, and I can only assume after consuming another barrel of beer, my parents came up with a plan. My mother would take up people-smuggling. I was to be disguised, dressed from head to foot in black with my face covered with a cravat, a hat and the largest pair of sunglasses my mother could find. It was a good look, I thought, a bit like the sort of thing Ilya Kuryakin or Napoleon Solo would adopt if they were doing a spot of breaking-and-entering. My mother, Amanda and me were dropped off by Clifford after a marathon drive to Le Touquet and flown back to Lydd on a BUA Bristol Britannia – my first trip on a plane. I have to admit I still wonder how on earth Dad managed to make all the travel arrangements successfully.


Uncle Johnny was waiting at Lydd and drove Mum and her by now two sick children home. My father, meanwhile, sedately motored himself home, stopping over at Mont-Saint-Michel for a couple of days’ sightseeing.


A year or two later, we took the ferry to Jersey in another attempt to have an exotic holiday.


‘It’s like being abroad but everyone speaks English,’ Dad explained.


I liked Jersey instantly. It had been invaded by the Germans during the war and was a cornucopia of bunkers and tunnels and abandoned underground hospitals. It was my sort of place. We stayed in Bouley Bay at the Water’s Edge Hotel, which was also my sort of place. The hotel apparently had no idea of the laws governing the sale of alcohol to young children. Encouraged to no small extent by my slightly giddy parents, Amanda and I would overindulge in the consumption of sickly-sweet wines – La Flora Blanche and Barsac. Now, the more educated among you will of course know that these syrupy beverages are dessert wines to be consumed at the end of a meal. We didn’t care so long as it was cold and started knocking it back with the soup. We usually finished off with a Tia Maria or two. An excellent introduction to the torment of the hangover.


It was at the Water’s Edge that I had my first encounter with fame, celebrity and, to be brutally honest, an evil, perverted monstrosity.


The steep winding road on the approach to Bouley Bay is frequently used in the field of motorsport that is hill climbing. The idea, I think, is that the car that gets to the top of the slope in the shortest time is declared the winner. The challenge seems to attract all sorts of vehicles (and people) and on the occasion in question it was an under-eighteens’ go-karting event that was in preparation. The bay’s jetty was crowded with the tiny buzzing buggies and onlookers. Not wanting to miss out, I dragged the rest of the Morrises along the quay for a closer look. The sound and smell of the tiny engines was intoxicating. This holiday was getting better and better.


Like a refugee from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, I began to harass my father.


‘Dad, can I have a go? Do you think they’ll let me have a go? Dad! Ask if they’ll give me a go. Go on Dad, pleeeeeze.’


Clifford, never backward in coming forward as they say, struck up a conversation with one of the race stewards. As luck would have it, one of the carts had broken down and needed moving. If I could steer the thing, the steward would push. I jumped in and took the wheel. Life in Jersey must be amazing – I could be a racing driver and a drunk!


As I swerved the little buggy round the corner off the quay, I spotted a small throng of young people gathered around a man with a shock of long white hair. Whatever next? For it was none other than pop celebrity and DJ Jimmy Savile himself dressed in bright turquoise paisley-patterned robes with a large silver crucifix around his neck like some poptastic monk. Now the world knows what an unspeakable bastard Savile was, but in 1967 everyone thought he was some sort of saint. I immediately lost interest in my new-found career as a racing driver and ran off after Amanda to tell her what I’d seen.


‘Amanda, you won’t believe who I’ve just seen! Jimmy Savile, he’s over there.’


‘Will you get me his autograph?’ she pleaded.


‘Oh no, Amanda, I don’t think he’d like to be bothered,’ I haughtily replied.


At which my sister spontaneously broke down in floods of tears. Making my sister cry was a hobby of mine. One which, to my shame, I have so far neglected to mention.


Amanda sobbed and, like a shark scenting blood, the peroxide pervert homed in on her wailing.


‘Now then, now then, now then, what is going on over here then?’


He began to placate my sobbing sister with his popular banter.


Savile was very polite, and he seemed to have decided that my family were his new best friends and began asking all sorts of questions about who we were, why we were there, what did we think of the island, while signing his name on a paper napkin and puffing on a large cigar. This impressed my dad, himself a devotee of the stogie. My mother was charmed, and Savile kissed her hand. Me? I’d like to say that I knew at once I was in the presence of evil incarnate and that I felt my flesh crawl with revulsion, but the truth was he just made me feel uncomfortable, not a difficult thing to do if I’m honest, but there was something blatantly phoney about him, like he was secretly taking the piss out of us all. At the time I thought that must be how all famous people were. I thought he was never going to leave us alone, he went on and on and on. Eventually one of his acolytes dragged him off and a bright, beaming, autograph-clutching Amanda said as she waved him goodbye, ‘What a lovely man.’


Not as lovely as that go-kart, I thought to myself.


Little did we know that Haute La Garenne, a children’s home just ten minutes down the road from our hotel, would later become the centre of a child abuse investigation. We drove past it frequently and never knew what evil lay inside.


I really couldn’t wait to grow up. Being a kid was a waste of time and nobody took me seriously. If I could have had three magical wishes they would have been to be older, to have grey hair and to wear glasses. All three would come true eventually. But by the time they did I would want none of them.


Be careful what you wish for. I should maybe have gone for wisdom instead of the specs.
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THE SWINGING SIXTIES


The entertainment at home was by today’s standards somewhat limited. There was a black-and-white TV around which we spent our evenings glued to the grey fuzzy glow. But most of the time the pleasure in our house came from the radio – a small red-and-yellow transistor, permanently tuned to the Light Programme. It was Housewives’ Choice through the week and Children’s Favourites with Uncle Mac (that was his DJ name) at the weekend. They were the main staples with the odd Goon Show or Clitheroe Kid for a bit of variety. I used to look forward to Uncle Mac’s weekly airings of ‘The Runaway Train’ by Michael Holliday and ‘Three Wheels on My Wagon’ by the New Christy Minstrels – songs of cowboy misadventure, how they cheered me. ‘Sparky’s Magic Piano’ was another one of good old Uncle Mac’s top requests – the spooky vocoderish voice of the piano made a deep and lasting impression on me, as did the song’s story with the moral ‘never cheat, you will be found out’. I ignored that advice, of course. Along with the ‘practise, practise, practise’ message, I had no time for that. I expected to be proficient straight away. I was an extremely impatient child.


I had a request played on Children’s Favourites once. It was for ‘Carbon the Copycat’ by Tex Ritter. It was the echoey delay effect on Tex’s voice that got me. I didn’t know what it was at the time but I liked the sound of it. However, I missed my moment of radio fame as I was in the kitchen, elbow deep in a packet of Sugar Puffs, trying to extract that week’s free gift, which I think was a tiny plastic Roman gladiator figure. Oh well.


Other than the wireless there was the record player – the oddly named Pye Black Box. Odd, because it was brown. It was definitely a box, though, standing on four spindly wooden legs. These raised the machine’s inner workings so they were just out of reach of my infant fingers. I would climb on top of the settee to peer down and marvel at the black spinning platters. One day, I thought. One day.


Considering my dad was such a music lover, our record collection was a bit on the thin side. We had around six or seven discs in all. Noël Coward in New York, Duke Ellington’s Black and Tan Fantasy, a Huckleberry Hound/Yogi Bear LP (think that was mine), a Jack Buchanan EP, the soundtrack to a film called The Restless Ones (a Christian propaganda flick featuring Billy Graham; where this came from and what it was doing in the Morrises’ record cabinet was a complete mystery) and a 78 of Gene Kelly doing ‘Singin’ in the Rain’ (a perennial favourite). Oh and Mandy Miller doing ‘Nelly the Elephant’. That one was definitely mine.


Auntie Elsie Stacey, mum’s elder sister and a smaller, smilier version of my mother, was a keen churchgoer and patron saint of bring-and-buy sales. Elsie’s family had a musical collection that was much more engaging than ours.


The Staceys’ music came from a majestic radiogram with a glowing tuner strip on which were emblazoned exotic words such as Hilversum, Luxemburg, Lille, Warsaw, Moscow. Moscow! You could actually hear what people were saying in Moscow! You couldn’t understand them though, even if you did speak Russian, as it was all hiss, bleep and clatter. Despite that, this record player and radio combination was amazing. More than twice the size of our little Black Box, it was awe-inspiring. There was a door at the front that dropped down to reveal the turntable at just the right height for my prying hands to explore. Inside was a rack for storing your 45s, old 78s and 33s. There were quite a few in there too.


Auntie Elsie and Uncle John had two daughters, my older cousins Kathleen and Susan. They were ‘with it’ teenagers, devotees of pop music. Despite our age difference, Kath and Sue kindly shared their knowledge of what was what in pop with me. Though this did seem to involve listening to Cliff Richard and Adam Faith singles mostly, there was other stuff as well. They had singles by the Beatles, the Stones, the Zombies – Kath had the Zombies’ autographs (she’d met pop stars, wow!) – the Kinks, Gene Pitney (I wasn’t too impressed with him, apart from ‘Twenty-four Hours from Tulsa’, obviously) and, of course, Elvis. Everyone liked Elvis.


Even though I loved the sound of the records, I was indifferent to the pop malarkey generally. It seemed to me it was all a bit girlish – all screaming and chasing. Gluing and painting plastic armies were still my main passion. I spent all my free time in the company of Airfix model kits, glue and paints.


But I thought, There’s nothing wrong with listening to a few records now and then is there? So I persuaded my mum to buy one. My first single was ‘The Locomotion’ by Little Eva. That was great. It appealed to me because the words were, I guessed, about a train, not some loveydovey romantic slush. Then Elvis’s ‘Return to Sender’ was another. This, I assumed, was about the perils of the postal system – a much more interesting subject than rejection, of which I understood nothing, so it didn’t exist. I would listen to ‘Return to Sender’ endlessly. I loved the sound of it. The shuffly drums of D. J. Fontana. The ‘da ta da tadada dada’ baritone sax bit. The song made me feel happy, made me smile. Another hit 45 was Chubby Checker’s ‘Let’s Twist Again’ – Kath and Sue were keen twisters. A sixties dance craze, the original and greatest. Me, I liked the Widow Twanky panto-style lyrics, ‘Is it a bird? No. Is it a plane? No. Is it the Twister? Yeah’, and the train-beat drums (I always liked a good beat). Without realising it at the time, it was the rhythm of music that interested me most. Much more than melody or lyrics.


My favourite 45 was ‘Telstar’ by the Tornados – the great Joe Meek’s finest work. It had everything an infant space enthusiast could want in a single; that whooshing noise in the intro and the catchy organ riff. The best thing about it, I thought, was its lack of words. Groups used to go on and on about love all the time. ‘Telstar’ didn’t have that flaw. I thought it was perfect.


That bloke Heinz, the frontman, looked cool on Thank Your Lucky Stars; I wondered if that was his real name? Was he related to the sauce people?


The Fireball XL5 theme by Don Spencer was another great tune. Along with the Wild West, rockets and space were a major passion of my infancy.


The only trouble was, if I wanted to listen to any of these 45s, I had to ask an adult or a taller person to put them on for me. Growing up seemed to take forever.


It’s fair to say that, by 1963, I had taken an interest in pop music.


Me and Amanda went along with Auntie Elsie to St Andrew’s Church every week and, once the singing and praying was over, we would go back to her house for a cup of tea, some cake and some Elvis, frequently alternated with songs from the soundtrack of South Pacific or The Sound of Music. I began watching Thank Your Lucky Stars and Juke Box Jury on a regular basis – just to stay informed, you understand. Oh and from 1964 Top of the Pops as well.


Pop music seemed to be everywhere, and tales of teenagers’ scandalous behaviour were always in the newspapers. Dancing and having fights mostly. I couldn’t wait to be older.


It was with Kath and Sue that I queued up round the block to watch the Beatles in A Hard Day’s Night and Help at the Majestic Cinema in Macclesfield.


It was around then that I became a Beatles fan and fell victim to the Beatles marketing campaign – first, it was a Beatles Easter egg and mug, then a plastic Woolworth’s Beatles wig. This was a bit itchy and the dog kept running off with it. Then, one Christmas, I got a Beatles guitar from Santa.


Finally, I was ‘cool and with it’. I would now be able play all the Beatles’ tunes for myself. Guitars were cool-looking things and no mistake. This one was white and orange, made of plastic, and emblazoned with rather poor likenesses of the Fab Four. Ringo, in particular, looked very odd. But he was the drummer and shouldn’t really have been on the guitar in the first place. He looked more like my friend Geoff from up the road than a scouse mop-top. John Lennon looked as if he was enjoying a bit of chewy treacle toffee. If they hadn’t bothered to write their names underneath, I really wouldn’t have guessed who they were supposed to be.


My new guitar had four plastic strings knotted to four clothespeggy things at the sharp end. I didn’t think this odd. I’d seen guitars before but I’d never bothered to count how many strings were on a guitar. It looked about right. To me this was a proper guitar.


I balanced the instrument on my knee, put my fingers where I reckoned George – or was it John? I was never certain – would have put them and began to strum.


Something was dreadfully wrong. It sounded nothing like the opening sound of ‘A Hard Day’s Night’. It sounded more like a bunch of rubber bands that had been badly nailed to a cigar box by a blind carpenter. Perhaps it was faulty? I adjusted the position of my digits and strummed again. Any improvement? No, worse if anything. It was definitely a dud.


What I needed was advice, so I asked Susan.


‘Sue, I’ve got this guitar but it sounds all wrong.’


‘Well, have you tried tuning it?’


Ah, tuning it, that was the problem.


‘No,’ I said, ‘I haven’t. How do I do that?’


‘Well, you twiddle the things at the end until it’s in tune.’


‘Ooh, hadn’t thought of that. Is that what they’re for? Right, I’ll give that a go. Thanks!’


So away I twiddled and, yes, the thing was sounding a bit more melodious. Then a bit more twiddling was accompanied by the sound of a tiny oil tanker running aground and the ping of one of the wires snapping in two. Never mind, I thought, one string here or there isn’t going to make much difference. I continued with my tuning until, with a creak, a groan and a much louder crack, the instrument rent itself asunder. Its back bit had come away from the front bit. Never mind, I thought again, nothing that a bit of Bostick glue won’t fix.


But in reality, I knew I was beaten. The guitar had won. I could always watch telly instead. So I did. What a con, I thought as I watched a western. I’ll write to that Brian Epstein and complain. But as his address didn’t feature on the guitar, I never did. My distrust of pop band merchandise began at a very early age


Another Christmas, Santa brought me a Sooty drum kit. This was more like it, no painful tuning and finger bending involved for this. Just bang, bang, bash, bash, and off you went. You could always trust a small orange bear who never spoke in public. (Sooty also played a magical xylophone and so I had one of those too. It wasn’t really magical. Still, I kept the faith in my musical mentor.)


The drumming was all going well until Boxing Day. I thought my banging and crashing was sounding great, better than the guitar anyway, but it seemed I was alone in that belief.


‘That Harry Corbett wants shooting!’ my father announced, his attempts at a post-dinner snooze thwarted by my percussive experiments.


I was shocked.


I had never heard my father berate anyone before, certainly not a TV celebrity. What act could Sooty’s chum have committed to warrant such cruel and unusual punishment? I guessed this would have been some heinous crime my enraged father had just read about in his newspaper.




[image: Illustration]


That bear was a marvel (seen here with his omnipresent minder). Sooty, like many would-be drummers, frequently needed protection from angry parents.





‘Why, Dad, what’s he done?’ I plaintively asked.


‘Ask your mother, it was her idea.’


I was baffled.


My drumsticks disappeared shortly after that and were never seen again. I tried playing the drums with my hands but it just hurt.


Sometime later that Boxing Day, we went to visit Auntie Renee in Hazel Grove, as usual. After a couple of sherries – not me and Amanda, obviously, because everyone knows children are only allowed to drink in Jersey – a New Musical Express Poll Winners TV special came on the telly.

OEBPS/images/f0042-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg
m———n
o .

-

s o o]





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0003-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg
THE TELEVISION TERROR





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.png
»

CONSTABLE





