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To my dad, R.I.P.

Thanks for all the advice, love and support …

and fillet steak.


About the Book

When Phil Tufnell hung up his cricket boots back in 2003, little did he know the dramatic direction his professional life would take next.

Yet since being crowned ‘King of the Jungle’, the ex-England spin bowler has never looked back and has become a much loved television and radio presenter. Cricket’s dressing-room clown is now broadcasting’s joker in the pack.

Whether it’s dining on mealworms on I’m a Celebrity, displaying his ballroom fleckle on Strictly Come Dancing or causing weekly mayhem for the long-suffering host Sue Barker on A Question of Sport, millions of us enjoy Tuffers’ lust for life and endearing sense of humour.

In Where Am I?, Phil gamely tries to make sense of the wonderful roller-coaster he has been riding these last dozen years, delighting fans with a treasure trove of wonderful stories about the places he has been, the people he has met, the ‘things’ he has been asked to do but – most of all – the sheer enormous joy he has had doing it all.

 
About the Author

Phil Tufnell, aka “Tuffers”, played 42 Test matches and 20 One-Day Internationals for England between 1990 and 1997. Following retirement in 2002, Tufnell became a hugely popular TV personality. He was the winner of ITV1’s “I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here” in 2003, and enjoyed a long run in BBC1’s “Strictly Come Dancing” in 2009. Current broadcasting commitments include being team captain on BBC1’s “A Question of Sport” and regular features on BBC1’s “The One Show”. He remains a star turn on Radio 4’s iconic “Test Match Special” show.
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PROLOGUE: DAD


‘Thank you everyone for coming this afternoon. Dad would have enjoyed complaining that you shouldn’t have taken a day off school, or a day off work, or had to worry about setting the satnav.

I am simply unable to deliver a tribute to Dad today that will remotely do justice to the best dad in the world. I have, though, made one observation throughout these last few painful weeks. Dad was a great raconteur and poet, and a voracious correspondent with almost anyone. So although we are all feeling sad today, remarkably, there are others that are quite pleased … Arsène Wenger, Roy Hodgson, Middlesex County Cricket Club, the ECB, Swaffham County Council, Norfolk County Council Parking Fines Department, David Cameron, the Tory Party, Her Majesty’s Immigration Service, the NHS, Greenpeace, The Sun, the Daily Mail, the BBC, Radio 5 …

So whether it’s that lot, or those that are sad like us, or all the people that I have spoken to over the last few days, everyone will be saying the same thing: how much Alan – our dad, our grandpa, our husband, our friend – will be missed.

And that’s the key. Because by being missed by so many it has become very clear to me that Dad certainly lived his life and made his mark.

Well done, Dad, for a life well lived.

Phil and I could not have asked for more.

You’re the best, Dad.’

Eulogy by Greg Tufnell at the funeral of Alan Tufnell (1926–2014), Golders Green Crematorium, London, 3 December, 2014.

My dad, born in 1926, was a silversmith by trade. He followed his grandfather and father into the family business before being conscripted into the British army to fight in the last year or so of the Second World War. He never liked to talk too much about what he saw on the battlefield. I do know that he was regarded as a good shot with a rifle, but, like many ordinary people called up to fight, he had no desire to kill people. A couple of his mates lost their lives in the conflict, and he didn’t want to die as well. He was just a teenager, a kid, and back home in north London, he had a childhood sweetheart called Sylvia.

So when he saw a poster pinned up in the mess advertising a vacancy for a trumpeter in his regiment’s band, he thought, ‘I’ll have a go at that’. Dad could play the trumpet. This could be his ticket to a life of touring around well behind the front line, entertaining the troops, helping to keep spirits high, and drinking plenty of spirits along the way.

This was the era of swing music, of legendary big-band musician Glenn Miller and Dad loved all that. (In December 1944, the same year that Dad was called up, Miller was killed when the aircraft taking him across the Channel to play for American troops in France went missing.) All he needed to do was pass the audition, but his hopes start to fade when he heard that another lad he knew in the regiment, who went by the nickname of ‘Johnny Fingers’, was also going for the job. He’d never heard Fingers play the trumpet, but he was supposed to be good.

At the audition, the sergeant major and a couple of members of the band called the hopefuls to stand up and play one by one.

‘Okay, Private Tufnell – let’s hear what you’ve got.’

So my dad toots away on his trumpet.

‘Very good, Tufnell, thank you.’

Then it’s Johnny Fingers’ turn. Sure enough, he lives up to his nickname, playing a mind-boggling, note-perfect trumpet solo.

The 1940s army equivalent of the X Factor panel are smiling, nodding their heads and tapping their feet along to his performance. My dad’s heart sank: ‘That’s me done … There’s only one spot for a trumpeter and this bloke’s amazing.’

A couple of weeks later, Dad receives an official letter. To his astonishment, it’s an invitation to join the band. Fantastic. So he spends the last year of the war playing for the band and having a good time, well out of the line of fire.

He never quite knew why he’d been chosen ahead of Johnny Fingers – whose fate on the front line I don’t know – but had an inkling that his dad, Bill Tufnell, might have had something to do with it. It was only when his dad was poorly and dying, that he found out for sure.

‘Dad,’ he said. ‘I’ve always wondered how I got that place in the band, because Johnny Fingers was brilliant – how did I get that gig?’

‘Well, son, I went down to see the sergeant major …’

‘Oh, did you, Dad. And what did you say to him?’

‘Well, son, I made him an offer he couldn’t refuse …’

I’m guessing that offer was money, because he had made a few quid from the silver business. I suspect he gave him a year’s wages in return for getting his son in the band so he would survive. Or maybe a lump of silver?

What he did may seem wrong, but my granddad had lived through the carnage of the Great War, where he saw his mates shot and blown up in front of his eyes, and he was prepared to do everything in his power to ensure that his son didn’t suffer the same fate.

As soon as my dad heard the real reason why he was chosen for the band, he could clearly visualise old Bill Tufnell going down to see the sergeant major, because Bill was a big believer in meeting in person, looking someone in the eye, squeezing the flesh and getting the deal.

Dad told me that he was the master at getting the business done. When you went out with Bill, the deal was guaranteed. There would be long lunches filled with anecdotes and laughter, he became their mate, not just a client, plus Tufnell’s did the best job.

‘Why give the work to Tufnell’s? Because Bill’s there …’

That’s how he built up F.W. Tufnell Ltd Silversmiths – founded by my great-grandfather Frank Tufnell in the 1890s – into a company that served major hotels and jewellers across London.

Thank God Bill was so persuasive, or his son might have been shoved up to the front line, popped his head up and been killed. And I would never have been born. Fingers crossed, Johnny Fingers survived as well.

With victory in Europe secured, my dad, still a teenager, laid down his trumpet and returned home to continue his relationship with his future wife Sylvia and work under his father.

F.W.Tufnell Ltd was based at number 386 St John Street, five minutes’ walk from the tube station at Angel, Islington. Twenty-odd people working in sweatshop conditions, five-and-a-half days a week: 8am to 6.30-7pm, half-day on Saturdays. Half-day on Christmas Eve. No sick pay. No paternity leave. Turn up, polish your pots and you get paid. If you don’t, you won’t. Proper hard work.

When Arsenal were playing at home on Saturday, they’d all clock off at lunchtime, take off their overalls and clean themselves up with freezing-cold water from a wobbly pipe and tap. Soap and Swarfega – which was invented a couple of years after the war – to scrub off the grease. No moisturiser.

Put on clean clothes: a collared shirt, cardigan, trousers, brogues and a flat cap – everyone wore the same thing, perhaps with the addition of a home-knitted red-and-white Arsenal scarf, or a rosette. Catch the bus from Upper Street to Highbury. Nip into the Empress of Prussia or the Woolpack pub for a pre-match pint or two, then go and watch the Arsenal.

Dad loved his sport. For him, it was Arsenal for football, Middlesex for cricket and anything to do with England.

Denis Compton, the original ‘Brylcreem Boy’, was his English cricket hero. Denis and his brother Leslie played football for Arsenal in the winter and cricket for Middlesex in summer, so they were Dad’s ideal sportsmen.

He often used to see them on the bus up to Highbury on match days, sitting there with their boots and chatting with the fans.

‘Alright, Denis, feeling fit, mate? Are we going to win today?’

When they got off, Denis and Leslie would walk to the ground to get ready for the game, while my dad and his mates would head to the pub.

My dad loved that. Sporting heroes were more accessible. They could take the bus with the fans and no one gave them any grief or mobbed them. Different world. Can you imagine Becks sitting on the 298 bus to Southgate? It would just be pandemonium.

Because of that accessibility, Dad spoke with great fondness about his sporting heroes, as if they were close friends: ‘Oh, Denis was a good-looking bloke – when he walked out to bat at Lord’s, everyone had their eyes on him.’

As a kid, him and his mates used to nip over the wall at Lord’s to watch Denis play for Middlesex and England, sitting on the grass in the days when they let spectators sit just outside the boundary rope.

Even though he was an Arsenal fan, he would also gush about Manchester United’s Duncan Edwards, team-mate of the legendary Sir Bobby Charlton. Sir Bobby has said that Edwards was ‘the only player who ever made him feel inferior’, so my dad obviously wasn’t exaggerating. He went to Edwards’ last ever league game, a thrilling 5-4 win for United over Arsenal at Highbury, before Edwards was tragically killed in the Munich air crash.

Towards the end of his life, Dad felt that football had turned into a business and he found that he’d get frustrated watching the games on television. ‘Bloody prima donnas,’ he’d say, when he saw players diving, cheating and trying to get opponents sent off. ‘Why am I sitting here watching this?’ – so in the end he’d turn off. He just couldn’t relate to it.

He’d played Sunday League football and loved doing that, no matter what the weather. My dad always said he got colder watching me play cricket than he ever did playing football in T-shirt and shorts in midwinter.

When I was a kid, he showed me a pair of the old-fashioned hobnail boots he’d once worn: ‘You used to take them off and have blood in your socks,’ he said. ‘And you never head those old leather balls on the laces – they would knock you out and leave dents in your forehead. Footballs now are like beach balls …’

They were naturally active, sporty people. Dad and Mum were also very good roller-skaters. They’d go to Ally Pally in the Forties and Fifties to compete in sprints and long-distance races. They competed in British championships. This was when roller skates had wooden wheels, so you had to be very fit and athletic. Rod Stewart’s parents were in their roller-skating team – young Rod would sit there reading comics while his mum and dad skated. They knew a chap called Beadle, too, who went on to run the first big skateboard manufacturers in Britain, when skateboarding became a craze in the 1970s.

I was thrilled when a bloke contacted me out of the blue via Twitter in spring 2015, saying that he thought he had photos of my mum and dad during their roller-skating days. Sure enough, he had a couple of great photos – one of my mum lining up with a whole team of skaters and one of Dad in his best suit presenting a trophy. Massive trophy, it was too. He probably made it himself.

My dad loved sport for the pleasure of playing and watching the game, having a drink and a laugh with his mates afterwards; his attitude rubbed off on to me. Even though I became a professional cricketer and was naturally very competitive, I always maintained a club cricketer’s approach to it. I wanted to enjoy my sport, too.

In his day, professional football wasn’t about money or hype, it was about a few likely lads having a tear-up on a pitch. Everyone cheered, everyone had a Bovril at half-time and a drink before and after the match. Everyone wanted to enjoy their leisure time, perhaps because they didn’t have much of it and worked hard between times. And my dad worked really hard, as I discovered when he started taking me to work with him in the mid-Seventies when I was ten years old. I loved being around the place and talking to all the old boys who worked there: Bob Day, Schwarzy, Little Harry, the Daly brothers …

I can still vividly remember the layout of 386 St John Street. It was a big Georgian building; you walked in the front door, and on the left side of a narrow hallway was my dad’s office. This consisted of a couple of chairs, a desk with a thirty-year-old typewriter, a big old phone and a coffee cup that had never been properly washed up. Dust and dirt everywhere.

Past that was a landing with a sink and a table. This was where the silver was given a final buff with a cloth and carefully wrapped in tissue paper ready for dispatch.

Then you went down some wonky wooden stairs that had been there since about 1815, all worn away. My dad said there were more accidents from people falling down those stairs than there ever was actually doing the job, but if you made it down in one piece, that brought you into the polishing shop. Lined up on the right side, underneath small windows, were six lathes – three for grinding at the far end, three for polishing this end. Three men on the grinders spent all day grinding objects down to the bare metal ready for replating and the polishers would shine them up after replating.

On the left-hand side of the room, up a couple of rickety steps was a big room about forty-foot long. This was where the smithys and hammerers worked. It had all the tools my granddad, and great-granddad before that, had used – half a dozen vices, gas torches for soldering, etcetera.

Some more rickety steps on the lathe-side of the main room led down to the lower basement silver-plating shop. The easiest way to describe it is that it was like Doc Brown’s laboratory in the Back to the Future film. Big electrified silver vats, lots of gauges, copper wires, needles on meters flickering, bubbling caustic soda, whirring noises and the odd spark.

Over the next few years, I learnt every stage of the production line, first by watching, then by Dad showing me and, finally, working there for real.

So, for example, a hotel would send us a consignment of EPNS (electroplated nickel silverware) to be fixed. Knives, forks, spoons, serving dishes, soup bowls and teapots that have been slung around the kitchen, dropped and bashed up.

First stage was for Schwarzy to clean them in bubbling vats of caustic soda in the plating shop, to get all the shit and grease off them, then they’d go up to the hammerers. Say you had a teapot full of dents, you’d hammer around the dents to make it flush again. Or perhaps you had got a serving dish where the decorative band had come away, you’d put the band in again, secure the bowl in the vice, heat it up with a gas torch and flux, get the silver solder and zip that round – zip, zip, zip.

Once an item was hammered back into its normal shape and any missing parts were soldered back on, it was allowed to cool and then given to the boys on the grinders to smooth all the hammer marks and get it down to nice fresh metal.

Then it was taken back down into the plating shop, where the magic happened. This was Schwarzy’s domain. He wore rubber protective overalls, rubber wader boots, and rubber gauntlets (gloves) up to his elbows, which caused him to get boils on his hands and up his arms from wearing them all day.

First, he’d give the objects another dip in caustic soda. Then, once he had a load of stuff, they would be lowered into the silver vats. Electrodes were attached to both the items and a silver anode. Pull the lever and hey presto, by electrolysis, the silver coats the objects.

You’d vat all different things up in there – knives, forks, teapots, everything – and after lunch they’d all come out, the silver powder stuck to them. Then they’d go to Little Harry, the finisher. He’d get the rouge on with the soft, fluffy mop spinning fast on the lathe, which polished them up to bright silver. Beautifully finished, they were then wrapped up, ready to be sent back as good as new.

Making everything shiny was a very dirty job. The little windows were always black and the air was thick with chemical odours – caustic soda, flux and spirit. The grinders and polishers’ overalls and exposed parts of their faces were blackened by the dust flying from whatever they were working on. They used to make hats out of newspaper every morning and tied ripped-up bits of cloth round their necks as makeshift neckerchiefs.

One time when I’m there, Little Harry gets his ‘cravat’ caught in the lathe and finds his head being pulled into the spinning polishing mop.

‘Aaaarrrrggghh … Help! Help!’

Luckily, they always had knives and scissors next to them and the polisher next to him quickly picks up a pair of scissors and snips the cloth. Harry’s head pings backwards and he’s free. Fortunately for him, he was on the polisher and not the grinder otherwise he would have had his face sanded off. As it is his forehead is buffed to a gleaming sheen.

On another occasion, I’m down in the plating shop to help Schwarzy. We’ve had a consignment of thirty-odd big copper pans that need to be silver-plated, but only on the inside. To stop the silver attaching to the outside of the pan, as Schwarzy explains, you have to apply lacquer all the way around with a paintbrush.

‘Okay, Phil. I’ll leave you to it while I go for my lunch and when I get back, we’ll plate them up.’

I open up a tin of lacquer. It’s a translucent pinky-purple colour and overpoweringly pungent, but in quite a pleasant way. I crack on, taking care to make sure the exteriors are fully coated. Within ten minutes, I’ve got half a dozen pans finished and I’m making good progress, but starting to feel a bit woozy.

The next thing I know I find myself lying down on a chaise longue in a Roman palace, surrounded by beautiful women feeding me grapes while a eunuch wafts an ostrich feather over me to keep me cool. After that, things get even better.

Suddenly, a loud voice rudely breaks my reverie.

‘Phil! Phil!’

‘Wargh!’

From Roman maidens in veils, I’m rudely awakened to the sight of Schwarzy, in his Texas Chainsaw Massacre gear, standing at the door. It’s not quite as erotic.

‘Phil, what are you doing lying there?’

‘Hey, man …’

‘Everyone’s been wondering where you got to. Oh God, you’ve only done half a dozen of the pans. Your dad will go mad.’

For the past hour, when I should have been lacquering, I’ve been collapsed on the floor tripping on the fumes.

‘I did tell you to open a window, didn’t I?’ he says.

‘No.’

The window down there is about the size of an A4 piece of paper, so I’m not sure it would have made much difference anyway.

Health and safety were not high on the list of priorities in those days. I always knew when Dad had someone from the council coming down to check the place over, because he’d be a bit edgy during the car journey to work. When we got there, I’d notice the toilet had been cleaned, which almost never happened. Then a bit later I’d see Dad talking to a fella on the landing above the polishing shop. They’d be chatting away and Dad would say, ‘Anyway, lunch?’ and shepherd the man out the front door before he could have a proper look around. Then he’d take him for lunch at one of the five-star hotels that we did the silver for and we wouldn’t see him until the next time. It must have worked because we never got closed down.

Like his father before him, my dad believed in the personal touch. He always said to me, ‘Whatever you do in life, son, squeeze the flesh. Shake people’s hand. Don’t do business over the phone – go and see people.’

That helped him to bring in business from all the major London hotels. All of the Savoy’s silver went to Tufnell’s, the Dorchester’s too. He also used to do work for Garrard of Mayfair, the luxury jewellery house, and at that time the official Crown Jeweller to the royal family, responsible for maintaining and restoring the Crown Jewels ready for grand State occasions. He also worked for Mappin & Webb, whose master craftsman took over as Crown Jeweller in 2012. British Rail used to be a client when they had silver service in first class – the company used to do thousands of knives and forks for them.

As a wide-eyed kid, I used to love going on deliveries with my dad. We’d drive round the back of the Savoy and go in. If we were in a hurry, I’d stay in the car, but often I’d go in with him and sit in the kitchen while he had a chat with his mate.

It was mayhem in the kitchens of these big hotels and I could see why their silver needed sorting out so often. Up front, these hotels were swish, but behind the scenes it was low-paid pot washers and kitchen hands chucking things around.

Usually, someone would come and give us some food. At the Savoy we ate very well indeed. My dad would smoke a cigar and maybe have a nip of Scotch with his mate, talk about the football. Then we’d be off to the next place.

‘Right, son, now we’ve got to drop off some stuff to old John at the Dorchester …’

Dad loved his work. His business was like Middlesex cricket team became for me. The people working for him were his mates as much as employees. Even though he was the boss, he was very hands-on. He was the best repairer and silversmith in the business; when something tricky came in, he had to do it himself.

‘I got it wrong, son,’ he used to tell me. ‘I should be driving round in a Rolls-Royce, popping in to check everything is running smoothly, not doing it myself.’

But I think part of it was that he didn’t want to let go. He loved getting his hands dirty:

‘So long as my feet hit the floor, I put my overalls on and am hammering a bit of metal, I know everything’s right in the world. If I haven’t got any metal to hammer, something’s wrong. When I know I’m working, I’m earning and looking after the family, I’m happy.’

That’s why after my brother and I were born (in 1962 and 1966 respectively), he continued to work his nuts off.

We didn’t see him much in the week, because he was out by 6.30am and not back home till half seven for tea. He stopped working on Saturday mornings though – the weekends were reserved for us.

By then the Tufnells had decamped to a four-bedroom detached house in leafy Hadley Wood, in the suburban north London borough of Enfield. Some of my fondest memories as a five-or six-year-old are of playing sport with Greg, Mum and Dad in the back garden – football in winter and cricket in summer. It wasn’t a massive garden, but it was big enough at that age to have a decent kickabout in. My parents liked doing a bit of gardening, but they gave up the ghost with us around. Every time a little daffodil poked its head above ground in spring, a drilled shot or a sliding tackle would scythe it down. All our mates loved it, because they could come and trash our garden. Our mates’ gardens were lovely – manicured grass, flower beds and water features – because their parents wouldn’t let them play ball sports in them, so they loved coming over to trash our garden. Dad and my mum didn’t mind – they would come out of the garden muddier than us. They got stuck in.

My mum could run up and bowl a cricket ball and hold a bat as good as anyone, too. Playing with Dad, Mum and my brother, all bowling overarm, fielding and throwing properly, was a good early introduction to the game for me.

And when I followed in Greg’s footsteps playing for school and local teams, Dad would be driving us around every weekend. He’d often be the nominated parent to cart all the team’s equipment around – be it a bag of footballs or cricket gear – in the boot of his Volvo Estate. He was a popular parent with our mates because he was always ferrying them about too and he was a cheeky, funny chap. He’d be standing on the sidelines cheering us on, always wearing his Russian fur hat to keep his bald head warm.

Mum and Dad’s education had been interrupted by the war, and they were very keen that their children would get the best possible start in life, paying for us to attend Highgate Public School. Whereas my brother was a model all-round student – very good academically, good at sport, sensible head on his shoulders – it was clear from pre-prep school age that I was not the academic type. I was always getting into mischief. At junior school I started showing real potential as a cricketer though, and luckily there was a teacher there, Mr Kelland, who overlooked my disruptive behaviour in class and recommended me for a trial with Middlesex Cricket Club. At the age of nine, a year younger than everyone else in the team, I was playing for Middlesex Under-11s. People who saw me play as a pro will find it hard to believe but back then I was a good batsman, as well as being a left-arm fast bowler. It was only a couple of years later that the Middlesex youth coach Jack Robertson, a former county and Test player, suggested I bowl left-arm spin instead. Unusually for me, I took an adult’s advice and immediately found I got a lot more wickets as a spinner. Dad was so proud that I was playing the county he supported, and he would always take an afternoon off work to watch me play.

However, by the age of thirteen my rebellious, self-destructive tendencies had really kicked in and cricket went on the back-burner. It was the era of punk and my attitude was made for it. I had five earrings in one ear, mohican, tartan bondage trousers. I started hanging out with a slightly older group of lads and girls and discovered the joys of drinking cheap cider, smoking fags, sniffing glue and riding motorbikes. Meanwhile my behaviour at school got worse and worse. I was so rude to an English teacher, he eventually lost the plot and kicked me. As he turned to walk away, I picked up my sports bag, swung it round and hit him on the head, knocking him out cold. It wasn’t long after that that the headmaster decided that Highgate School might be better off without the younger Tufnell child and expelled me. I’d see out the rest of my schooldays at Southgate Comprehensive. My poor parents, who’d worked so hard to pay for me to go to private school – this was the thanks they got. Yes, I was the perfect teenage nightmare.

While my dad would let me get away with quite a lot, Mum was always the one to lay down the law.

She was tough and wouldn’t suffer fools. Equally, though, she was a very caring and principled woman. She wouldn’t see an injustice; anyone who was down, she’d give them a hand up.

One winter’s day she took me shopping with her and we came across a bloke tied up naked to the shopping trolleys round the back of Sainsbury’s. His ‘mates’ have all disappeared and he’s left there shivering his nuts off.

‘Can someone help me?’

He’s got a couple of tattoos and looks a bit lively, so people are just walking past giving him a wide berth.

My mum goes straight over. ‘Right you stand there, Phil. I’ll go and get some scissors from the shop.’

She rushes off and then comes back to cut him free.

That’s what she did. She did the right thing. She couldn’t understand why people were just walking past.

The balance between the personalities of my mum and dad was just right. Their relationship worked. Even if I didn’t appreciate it at the time, I couldn’t have asked for more supportive parents or a more stable, happy home life. But a family tragedy was slowly unwinding.

Mum began to get ill when I was fourteen. At first, the change in her wasn’t too noticeable – especially with me in the midst of my teen rebellion. She just lacked a little bit of her usual vim and vitality. I think her and Dad also covered up the extent of the illness so as not to worry Greg and me.

But over the next year or so she started going to the local hospital regularly for tests. Then she went in for what they told us was a routine operation, which proved to be anything but. Her blood wasn’t clotting and she had to be moved to St Barts Hospital in central London. When she came home, her health seemed to improve for a while, but then took a turn for the worse again.

One Sunday lunchtime, after Greg and I come back from football, Dad explains the full reality of the situation: our mum has a terminal illness – leukaemia.

I can’t process what he’s saying. My mum is going to die? This strong woman? There’s nothing anyone can do?

My mum came in and told us that she was going to fight the disease come what may and she fought hard for eighteen painful months, but it was an unwinnable battle. As her health deteriorated, she needed a wheelchair to move around and spent more and more time in hospital for blood transfusions. Dad’s life became work and looking after her; my increasingly erratic behaviour was the least of his worries.

Mum got thinner and thinner, wasting away in front of our eyes until she was bedridden.

One Saturday afternoon in November 1982, I’m at home with her while Dad is at work. She calls me from her bedroom and I take her to the loo and back, but I can’t lift her out of the wheelchair back onto her bed.

‘It’s alright, darling,’ she says. ‘Just leave me, leave me.’

I spend the rest of the afternoon in my room and later I turn on the telly. Football’s on – Tottenham are playing. As evening draws in, I hear my dad return home. A bit later, I see lights flashing outside our house and look out the window to see Dad with Mum as she’s being helped into an ambulance.

I don’t see him again until the following lunchtime when I return to the house after playing football for my Sunday League team. He’s a broken man: ‘Your mum’s dead now,’ is all he can say.

My mum’s death changed everything. She’d been the life and soul of our family and home. She was always inviting people round and hosting parties. The house was warm, friendly, with her around – all of a sudden, it went stone cold. I saw my dad shrink overnight. Dad was absolutely crushed and he never truly recovered.

His way of dealing with it was to stay at the workshop for longer and longer hours, often working through the weekend. He even made a bed up there and sometimes would stay overnight.

Dad wasn’t the type who could easily share his emotions and feelings. Like Mum, he had that wartime spirit of getting on with things. That was passed on to me and Greg – when we got bumps and bruises playing football or cricket, they wouldn’t mollycoddle us. They’d tell us not to cry, to dust ourselves off and get back in the game. We were not the sort of family to have deep conversations about our feelings at the best of times, so none of us had a clue how to do so in the worst time of all.

A couple of weeks after the funeral, Dad sits us down and says: ‘Right boys, things have changed. Your mum’s gone – things are going to get a bit harder. We’re all men, we’ve got to man up. We’ve got to look after ourselves now – Mum isn’t here to look after us anymore.’

By this time, I had left school, with a grand total of one O level, in Art, and was working full-time as a hammerer. When I started, I was on the polishing for a couple of weeks with Bob, then with old Schwarzy on the plating, but my dad pushed me towards being a hammerer because it wasn’t as dirty, or as much hard work, but it required more skill and paid few extra quid.

I think Dad enjoyed having me around. Well, most of the time.

We’re both at the soldering bench and he says to me: ‘Clean all the lead solder off of these teapots.’

To do that you heat up the solder with a gas torch and wipe it with a hessian cloth – schoom, schoom, schoom – to smooth the surface.

I get my head down and stuck into the job with gusto. Meanwhile, Dad’s sitting next to me, doing some very fine work on a candelabra. He’s concentrating so hard, he doesn’t notice that as I’m gaily swishing the cloth over these teapots, the molten debris is flying off in his direction, some of it landing on his overalls at thigh-level.

Over the next three or four minutes of intense work, unnoticed by either of us, the molten lead burns through his thick cotton overalls (perhaps not the safest thing to wear when soldering), then his suit trousers underneath, until it starts burning his skin.

Suddenly, I hear my dad shout: ‘FAAAACKIN’ ‘ELLLLL, OW, OW, FACKINNNN’ ‘ELLLLLL!’

I look round and his overalls are pock-marked with holes and there’s little flames and smoke billowing from them. Dad hastily rips off the overalls and scorched trousers, runs to the tap and slaps cold water on his sizzling legs.

‘You silly bastard!’

All the other silversmiths have rushed in to see what’s happening, to find my dad, wearing just his shirt, pants, socks and a pair of brogues, screaming abuse at me. They piss themselves laughing, but I’m a bit scared. I go down the other end of the workbench as far away as I can from him. It’s the first time in my life I’ve seen him really angry, and the first time I’ve heard him swear. I probably only heard him swear a dozen times in his whole life.

Once he’s doused his legs in cold water, he starts chasing me round the table, screaming: ‘You silly ****ing sod, I’ll kill you …’

It’s only after ten minutes or so, after the cold press has been applied to his legs, that he calms down and starts to laugh about it: ‘Next time you’re up here, I’ll ****ing do that to you,’ he says.

His work, and the camaraderie among his mates there, kept him going after Mum died, but it took him a long while to start rebuilding a life for himself and to think about starting a new relationship. And when he did start dating again, he was always discreet about it.

When we finished work on a Friday, he’d say: ‘Right, I’ve got things to do, son. I’ll be back on Sunday night.’

He wouldn’t say where he was going, but before he left he always popped over to the butcher’s, where we parked the car, and bought two fillet steaks.

‘That’s for your dinners, boy.’

Then he’d drive me home and leave me with the run of the house all weekend.

I didn’t really know how to cook fillet steak, so I’d just bung it under the grill. Maybe open a tin of baked beans to go with it. More cordon bleugh cooking than cordon bleu, the way I did it.

I think Dad felt guilty seeing other women after Mum, and leaving me to my own devices, but, in his mind, he was thinking, ‘At least I’m giving him fillet steak – even though he’s on his own, he’s living well.’

I wasn’t exactly slumming it, living off fillet steak, but after a year of eating it every weekend, it did lose its appeal a bit.

I was pretty directionless after Mum died. I hadn’t played cricket for ages and was just hammering pots and pans for a few quid to go to the pub. I was more interested in motorbikes, chasing girls and getting up to no good than bowling spin.

Although I was a good silversmith, my dad could see I wasn’t happy and he eventually persuaded me to give my cricket another go.

‘You were always a lively boy, Phil, loving your sport and running around and now you’re just doing what I’m doing,’ he told me. ‘Your eyes have gone dark.’

Despite hardly playing for three years, I found I could still bowl really well. Batting was a different matter – the difference in speed between fast bowlers aged thirteen and in their late teens, almost fully grown, is about 30mph and getting hit by that hard ball at 70–80mph was not my idea of fun.

I signed up for coaching at the MCC nets at Lord’s and was recommended to take the trial for induction onto the Lord’s groundstaff, the first step towards playing for Middlesex.

Dad gave me a half-day off work to go to the trial, but I was bunged up with flu on the day and bowled terribly. A lad called Keith Medlycott was chosen instead of me.

At that time, if something went against me, my normal reaction would be ‘**** it, I don’t care,’ but this knock-back had the opposite effect. I knew I was a good cricketer and I wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

Over the next few months, I kept working hard at my game back at Southgate Cricket Club, although for reasons best known to myself I abandoned the left-arm spin which had first impressed the Middlesex coaches and went back to trying pace bowling, at which I was distinctly ordinary.

Seeing that I was applying myself to something properly for the first time in a long time, though, Dad took it upon himself to get me another chance at Middlesex. In early summer 1984, he phoned up Gordon Jenkins, who had known me since I played for Middlesex Under-11s and was now on the MCC coaching staff, and asked if they could meet for a chat.

Unlike Bill Tufnell with the sergeant major all those years before, it wasn’t a case of making Gordon an offer he couldn’t refuse, more just asking him for advice. He told Gordon I was getting into all sorts of trouble, but playing cricket was one thing that I cared about.

‘Could you give my Phil another trial – he’s good, but he needs a push. Try and sort him out.’

Luckily for me, though, the day they met it so happened that Middlesex’s rivals, Surrey, had decided to sign Keith Medlycott so Middlesex now had a vacancy for a young left-arm spinner after all. Gordon knew I had talent and that I hadn’t done myself justice at the trial, so he said for Dad to get me down there the following day and he would try to persuade head coach Don Wilson to give me another chance.

That conversation changed my life. I turned up at Lord’s the next day, swiftly converted myself back from mediocre fast bowler to demon left-arm spinner and it was the start of an eighteen-and-a-half-year cricket career.

Dad was already in the process of making big changes in his life too. As much as he loved the craft of being a silversmith, after Mum died his heart went out of the business side of it. He was really only keeping it on for me, but he didn’t really want to pass the company down another generation because he knew times had changed. A few of his old contacts had moved on to other jobs, new people came in and all they were concerned about was the bottom line – ‘How much is it going to cost me to get ten teapots done? Tufnell’s is £100, we can get it for £95.’ But for that £95 quid you wouldn’t get as much silver on it, the workmanship wouldn’t be so good and they would need to be done again much sooner. They didn’t see that; it became more about squeezing the margins than squeezing the flesh.

My dad liked to work on a handshake – pay me a reasonable amount and in return you’ll get the best job. Cowboys came in and nicked the work and it all went downhill. Most hotels moved to stainless steel – only the absolute top-end hotels still used silver – so there was less and less to do.

Then there were more health and safety regulations, there was loads more red tape and he had to pay people for being sick. He was used to everyone clocking in, clocking out, totting up their hours, subtracting the tax and everyone lining up at the end of the week for their envelope. Name handwritten on the envelope, money inside. Simple.

He sold both the business – for next to nothing in the end – and the house in Hadley Wood and went to live in Gloucestershire with a new partner. My brother Greg had already moved out of our house, had a steady girlfriend and was on his way to a high-flying career as a retail executive (he went on to become the managing director of high-street clothing chain Burton, and then Mothercare), so Dad didn’t have anything to worry about there. As for his wayward youngest son, he bought me a little studio flat in Barnet and I moved in just before I got my big break with Middlesex.

It was carnage in that flat. I didn’t have a clue. I made a sofa out of glued-together pizza boxes. Never tidied up. Never had clean gear to play cricket. I just needed someone to show me what to do, how to live. That’s probably why, when I met a girl called Alison Squires, who came round, cooked me Sunday lunch and put some washing in the machine, it wasn’t long before I asked her to marry me. Much to my dad’s dismay: ‘Don’t do it, son. I’m sure Alison is a nice girl, but you’re only nineteen. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, you prat.’

Naturally, I didn’t listen and, of course, the marriage didn’t last.

After a couple of years in Gloucestershire, Dad’s own relationship ended and he decamped to La Manga, Spain. He bought a couple of properties to rent out, settled there and only returned to England – to Swaffham, Norfolk – towards the end of my cricket career.

When it came to my cricket, Dad was always there for me, but only when I called upon him. He was never critical, pushy or in my face about anything. His advice was: ‘Go out there and enjoy every moment. It will be over in a flash.’

He was very proud of me playing for Middlesex and then going on to play for England, but never gushed about it to people unless someone asked. I think that was because he knew there would always be ups and downs, so he never got too high and he never got too low.

When I started playing professionally, I could have got him the best seat in the house, but he never asked for VIP treatment. He’d sometimes fly back from Spain, sneak in unannounced and sit at the back. Then a few days later, I’d phone him up to see how he was, tell him about the match and he’d say: ‘I popped in and saw it …’

‘Well, why didn’t you say?’

‘I just nipped in after lunch, and I didn’t want to worry you.’

He just liked to get his own ticket, sit with one of his mates and enjoy seeing me play, without putting any pressure on me.

He was never worried about whether or not I was selected for an England tour, he was just delighted when it happened. If I did get selected, I’d phone him and say, ‘Dad, I’m going to the West Indies for three months to play cricket for England.’

He’d say: ‘Wow, that’s great, son. Well done.’

I think I lived his dream for him and I think he would have been a little bit like I was. I played to win and played hard on the pitch, but I also went out and enjoyed myself. When I made headlines for doing stupid things or got into trouble off the pitch, he rarely commented on it (unless I’d done something really stupid). Usually he’d just phone up and ask if I was alright.

‘Yeah, it’s all a load of old bollocks, Dad.’

‘Okay, well, just give us a shout if you ever need something.’

I think part of the reason he was never judgemental was because he was very anti-establishment himself. I think he quite liked it when I took a little poke at authority. His attitude was life’s too short. Enjoy yourself. He’d often say to me: ‘Well, you’ve always been a lively boy, son. It’s best to have a bit of character. What’s the point of just being? Have a bit of character.’

One time I rang him up after I nearly got slung off an England tour for coming in late.

‘What have you done, boy?’

‘Well I came in at half one and I was a bit pissed …’

‘Really? Is that what you’ve done? In the First World War, your granddad used to pull young men still alive and on fire out of burning biplanes in no man’s land. If you’d told my dad “They’re having a go at me because I’m in the West Indies, having a great time and coming in half an hour late”, he would have laughed. If that’s all they’ve got to worry about, what a lovely life they’ve got.

‘No one really cares, son,’ he added. ‘As long as you’re alright.’

Although he took a back seat in my career generally, he was never slow to write a letter to a newspaper or to the bosses at the Test and County Cricket Board (later renamed the England and Wales Cricket Board, or ECB for short) in my defence.

Once he was watching an England game on telly. I hadn’t been selected and he heard the legendary Australian commentator Richie Benaud say, ‘Tufnell should be bowling here. He is England’s best spin bowler but he’s being made to stand in the corner because he came home late one night, or turned up not wearing a tie.’ Dad sent Richie a letter thanking him for saying it.

Richie talked to me about it when I next saw him. ‘I received a letter from your father and I agree with him … but perhaps put a tie on in future.’

Even though things became a bit disjointed after my mum died, I always knew that I could call Dad and he would be there for me. Whenever I had a problem – and I had a few in my turbulent personal life – I’d ring him up and he’d fly over to see me, help me get a plan together.

He eventually returned to live in England, in Swaffham, Norfolk. By then, my playing career was drawing to a close and my future was as uncertain as it had been at any time since I was a rebellious, angry, heartbroken sixteen-year-old.
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DAWN OF A NEW ERA


Almost seventeen years after Dad and Gordon Jenkins engineered my second chance at Middlesex and I joined the groundstaff on sixty quid a week, I’m still with the club. I’m very proud to be a one-club man. Although we’ve had our moments, overall it’s been a happy relationship and, by some distance, the longest relationship I’ve ever had. A productive one, too – I’m well on my way to taking a thousand first-class wickets.

On the other hand, my international career looks as if it’s come to an end. Having played forty-one Test matches over a decade of being in and out of the side, the last time I was selected was for a tour of South Africa in the winter of 1999/2000. I’d bowled okay, but only taken six wickets in four Tests, so I was hardly setting the world alight. After that it was clear I wasn’t in the plans of England coach Duncan Fletcher.

Fletcher was trying to instil a new, more professional philosophy into the England set-up. I probably didn’t help my cause on that score when, a couple of months later, he turned up unannounced at a pre-season Middlesex Second XI game against the Army at the RAF ground in Uxbridge.

I’m only playing to turn my arm over and shake off the rust in preparation for the new season. As usual, I’m batting at number 11, so when our skipper wins the toss and chooses to bat, I have a few hours to kill before my services will be required (briefly, no doubt) out in the middle. I decamp to the bar upstairs for a bacon sandwich, fag and a lie-down on the sofa.
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