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CHAPTER ONE


The long drop


Well hello there!


Mr Bernard Cribbins here. Character actor, fisherman, former paratrooper, catwalk model and purveyor of the odd story. I expect that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To have me tell you a few tales? Well, you’re in luck. Except this time, as opposed to me recounting somebody else’s yarn, I’m going to be telling you my own, and in my own words. What a strange experience that’s going to be. Cribbins on Cribbins.


It was only when somebody mentioned it to me the other day that I realised I’d been telling tales of one sort or another for over seventy-five years. SEVENTY-FIVE YEARS! That’s quite scary, don’t you think? After all, according to a pal of mine who’s in the know, that’s four and a half years longer than the worldwide average life expectancy, which means that while half the world has been popping its clogs, I’ve been rabbiting on!


What’s been even more terrifying than the fact that yours truly has been acting the fool for over three-quarters of a century has been the task of trying to remember the details of what I’ve done. I’m not a diarist, you see, and the old memory’s a bit up and down. I’ve been getting there gradually, though, I’m happy to say, but there’s been an awful lot of toing and froing. Just when I think I’ve finished writing about a certain part of my life, something else springs to mind, and then something else. I haven’t half got on my own nerves.


‘Bernard,’ I say to myself. ‘You’ve forgotten that story about Peter Sellers during the making of Two-Way Stretch. And what about that thing Lionel Jeffries said to you during The Railway Children? That’s not in yet. I ask you. Come along Bernard, my old son. Get a grip.’ I sometimes think that if I had a brain I’d be dangerous.


By the way, in the interests of us all having a good time, I think we should keep the proceedings on the page, so to speak, quite warm and conversational, don’t you? I want you to imagine I’m sitting in front of you with this very book, and I’m reading it just for you. Exactly like I used to do on Jackanory. Did you ever watch Jackanory when you were young? I expect some of you did. I hold the record for making the most episodes of that show and in my opinion that makes me one of the luckiest old codgers on earth. Why? Because I got to narrate some of the greatest stories that have ever been thought up by man or beast, that’s why. Better still, I got paid for it! The only thing that might get a little bit lost in translation are things like accents, noises and silly voices, so I’ll let you know when one’s coming, OK? Then, you’ll have to bring them to life. You can do that, can’t you?


Do you know what I used to do just before we started recording an episode of Jackanory? I used to look straight into the camera lens and imagine that there was one little boy or girl – just one – sitting patiently but expectantly waiting for me to tell them a story. Then, once I had that picture in my head, that’s exactly what I’d do. Tell them a story. I’ve been doing something similar with this story, by the way, except the person I’m talking to is obviously holding a book. And, they’re a bit older, of course. It might be a slightly odd way of getting your life story across, but that’s how I’ve always prepared, you see. The Jackanory method, I call it.


Anyway, are you ready? Are you sitting comfortably, as the saying goes? Then I will begin. After all, we’ve an awful lot of ground to cover. And we’re doing the whole thing, by the way, not just the career.


Where shall we start then?


At the beginning?


Well, it seems as good a place as any, doesn’t it?


Here we go then.


I, Bernard Joseph Cribbins the first – and last, with any luck – was born in Oldham, Lancashire, on 29 December 19-something something. Oh, all right then. You’ve squeezed it out of me. I was born on 29 December 1928, almost ninety years ago. If that sounds depressing to you, imagine what it’s doing to me.


One of the things people often ask me about when they meet me is my surname. Some assume it’s just a stage name, but it isn’t. Think about it: if you had to choose a new surname for yourself, you’re hardly likely to choose Cribbins, are you? Not that there’s anything wrong with it, although it is quite unique. I know there are one or two people called Cribbin knocking about but Cribbins seems to be about as rare as hen’s teeth. That’s good for an actor as people tend to remember you.


The name is Irish, in the first place, and I think it comes from the Gaelic name, McRoibin. Somewhere along the way it became McRibbin, then Cribbin, and then Cribbins. According to my mother the ‘s’ was tagged on when it became a possessive. You know, ‘That’s Cribbin’s cow,’ or ‘That’s Cribbin’s dog.’


For those of you who aren’t familiar with the town of Oldham, it rose to prominence in the eighteenth century as a centre of textile manufacturing, or a mill town, as they were known, and although it’s within the county of Lancashire it sits treacherously close to the People’s Republic of Yorkshire. According to this pal of mine I mentioned who’s in the know – or, I should say, who knows how to use a computer – other infamous Oldhamites include Tommy Cannon and Bobby Ball, Dora Bryan, who you’ll hear about in a bit, Phillip Schofield, Brian Cox (the physicist, not the actor), the actor Jack Wild, who played the Artful Dodger in Lionel Barts’s Oliver!, and a certain gentleman named Eric Sykes who you shall also hear a bit about later on.


The area of Oldham we lived in was and still is called Glodwick – pronounced Glod-ick – and our abode was a tiny little two-up-two-down that was one of thousands around the area. Anyone who hails from an urban part of the north of England will probably know what I’m talking about here, as almost every town or city has them.


The luxurious facilities at Chez Cribbins included a cold-water tap, a tin bath and an outside loo that we used to call ‘the long drop’. Don’t you think that’s quaint? In a lavatorial kind of way. No cistern and a chain for us, thank you very much. We used to have to make our own entertainment. If you think your stomach can take it, I’ll go into a little bit of detail about this as it’s quite fun. Well, the long drop was literally a long porcelain tube that led from the bottom of our loo to a platform that used to tilt when a sufficient amount of ‘material’ had landed on it. Am I making sense, so far? Don’t think about it too much, or you’ll be there for ever. Anyway, whenever it rained heavily, which it does rather a lot in Oldham, some of the rain water would drain through grids onto this platform and when that happened the blasted thing would be tilting all night. CO-BADUNK, CO-BA-DUNK, CO-BA-DUNK, it used to go. I used to lie in bed listening to it and, if it hadn’t been for the fact that I knew what else was falling onto it, it might have been quite cathartic!


In addition to having a rather primitive privy, we also had gas lighting in those days as opposed to electricity. Once, while in bed with a dose of flu, there was nothing else to look at so I started watching the gas mantle. As it burned I noticed there was a pulse in the flame and after a while I had to look at something else. Because I had a temperature my heart was beating quite heavily, and I think it just accentuated everything! What with that and the platform under the long drop going ten to the dozen, it’s a wonder I ever recovered.


According to my mother, I was born ‘between the lights’, which I think means early in the morning. Don’t you think that’s a charming phrase – between the lights? I do. I think it’s lovely. Apparently, I was a forceps baby, on account of me being a bit of a bighead, and although the doctor had to be called out both Mum and I were fine in the end. They made us hardy in those days. Bigheaded, but hardy.


Shall I introduce you to Mum and Dad? It’d be rude of me not to. My mum, Ethel, was short and had long dark hair. She was a weaver in a cotton mill and I was once told that her mother had paid half a crown a week to have her trained as a corduroy weaver. If you could afford it this was a good investment as it meant your child would earn more money.


How times have changed, eh? These days people send their kids to university to help them get on in life, whereas my old mum was trained to make cords!


Dad, who was known as Jack but had been christened John Edward, also had dark hair and, as well as being a bit on the small side, he was apparently a bit of a terrier. Professionally, Dad, who had served in the Medical Corps in the First World War, was a jack-of-all-trades and could turn his hand to most things, property repair being one of his main sources of income. He also sang in the church choir in his spare time, which he did with Mum – Dad had quite a pleasing tenor voice. He was also fond of amateur dramatics. Ahaaaaah! I hear you cry. So that’s why Bernard Cribbins is such a ruddy show-off. He got it from his dad. Yes, you’re probably right there. Well, at least you’ve got somebody to blame! The amateur dramatic society that Dad belonged to was attached to the church and, from memory, they used to put on a lot of shows by Gilbert & Sullivan. At the time that was meat and potatoes to your average am-dram outfit and Dad was a big fan. The reason Gilbert & Sullivan were so popular with these societies – in my opinion – is because they had a little bit of everything – music, drama, comedy – which meant the people taking part got to do a bit of everything. Perfect!


I also had a sister, by the way, called Veronica, who was about three years older than me. She and I both had fair hair, unlike Mum and Dad, so when the four of us went out together we looked like halves of two different families.


My earliest memory is going around to my Granny and Grandad’s house. These were my mother’s parents, by the way. Grandad was from Yorkshire and Granny was from Ireland – Queenstown, I think – and they were called Clarkson. It was Christmas and I must have been almost three years old, so we’re talking 1931. Good grief! I’ve got to try and get used to this age thing, somehow. It’s something I never normally think about, but at the moment I can’t seem to escape it. It’ll be the death of me.


What I remember is sitting at the table and seeing a huge black pot with a handle being brought in from the kitchen and put on the living-room table. Inside this pot was the Christmas pudding. Don’t ask me why I know, I just do. The most vivid part of this memory is seeing lots of steam coming out of this pot, which in hindsight made it look like a witch’s cauldron or a steaming cannonball! That’s about it, I’m afraid. That’s my memory. The most fascinating thing about it is the fact that it’s almost eighty-eight years ago. I had no idea memories could last as long as that.


I never knew my dad’s parents, by the way, as I think they went quite early. As far as I know, Dad’s father had been a heavy drinker and I’m pretty sure he’d also been a clog fighter. Have you ever heard of clog fighting? This’ll make you wince a bit! Clog fighting was a mill-town pastime that was used to settle disputes. It involved two blokes kicking each other’s shins while wearing a pair of wooden clogs with irons on the soles. Their shins would be unprotected, of course, and whoever gave up or bled first would be the loser. A pleasant little pastime, don’t you think? I could imagine it going down well on a Sunday afternoon on BBC1, just before Songs of Praise. There were also professional clog fighters, which is what my grandad might have been. This lot would travel for miles for a good clog fight and they could earn a very good second wage, apparently. I used to wear clogs when I was a child, although I swear on the Holy Bible that I never kicked anyone in anger! I had a pair of pit clogs first, which were lace-ups, with irons on the bottom. These were known as ‘sparking clogs’, as whenever you scraped them along the ground sparks would fly up. This is why some millworkers like my mother always had to work barefoot as a spark in the dusty environment of a cotton mill could easily cause a fire or an explosion.


Where on earth do I get all this rubbish from? Incidentally, do you remember that song from the 1970s called ‘Matchstalk Men and Matchstalk Cats and Dogs’? It was a tribute to the Manchester artist L.S. Lowry. Well, there’s a line in it that goes, ‘He painted kids on the corner of the street that were sparking clogs.’ I wonder if they were referring to me. You never know.


When I was about four we moved to 33 Smith Street, which is in between Greenacres Road and Huddersfield Road. That also had a long drop at the bottom of the yard next to the coal shed and, as before, we were back-to-back with the street behind. It was a tiny bit bigger, this place, so we must have been prospering somehow. Perhaps cords were becoming all the rage? Anyway, the reason I mention the move to Smith Street is because we were there for quite a while and a lot of things happened. One of the first events I remember is going to St Anne’s Roman Catholic School for the first time, although I can’t tell you much about what I did once I got there. Not a lot, most probably. The school was about half a mile away from home and most of the teachers were Irish. There was a Mrs Ryan, and her daughter who also worked at the school. Yes, I know, Ryan’s daughter! Very funny. There was also a Mrs Kilcoyne, who was in charge, and then there was another one called Miss Gomez. I don’t know how she got in there. There was also a Mr McMahon and a Miss Shannon. Mrs Ryan was quite small and round and used to carry a billiard cue in class, which she used either to point things out on the blackboard or to tap you on the noggin if she caught you whispering or thought you weren’t paying attention. She did once turn the billiard cue around and drop the end of it on some lad’s head. I remember thinking to myself, For heaven’s sake, don’t get on her nerves!


So, how do you think I fared at school then? Thick as muck, or bright as a button? I wasn’t too bad if memory serves. I was good at picking things up and could apply myself quite well. I was good-to-average, I would say. I had lots of friends including a lad called Jack Rigby, who I used to play with a lot, and another lad called Francis Bradbury. Mark my words, he could have been a fantastic comedy actor or stand-up comedian. Even today, I remember him as being one of the funniest people I have ever met in my life, and I’ve met one or two over the years. Every class has its clown, of course, but there was something very special about Francis. I wonder what happened to him. I bet he became a priest or something.


The cock of our school was a lad called Frank Reid, who was in my class. Frank the tank is what we should have called him, but we decided not to chance it. I don’t think I was scared of Frank, exactly, but because he was about the size of a small elephant he had the ability to squash you if he ever sat on you, so I was always a little bit cautious around him, just to be on the safe side. He had an equally large brother who also went to our school and the day I clapped eyes on him I remember thinking, Oh crumbs, there’s two of ’em!


Going to a Catholic school meant there was never any shortage of altar boys, which was just as well as we were required to serve mass every ten minutes or so. OK, I might be embellishing the truth there slightly, but that’s what it felt like. One of the priests, Father Horgan, was a friend of the family, which meant I was always expected to be first in line whenever he needed altar boys to serve mass. Father Horgan was a great big Irishman and when he used to knock on our door one of two things would happen. Sometimes he’d come straight in for a cup of tea, but occasionally, when Dad answered the door, Father Horgan would stay where he was and just touch his pocket. That meant he was carrying the Sacrament and couldn’t say anything. Dad would then accompany Father Horgan to wherever he was going. It was usually to somebody who was dying.


Writing about Father Horgan reminds me of a story from when I was about eighteen months old. I know it’s not chronological, but you don’t mind me jumping back for a moment, do you? It’s a good’n, I promise you.


Well, Dad was appearing in a show at the church hall for the local amateur dramatic society and one day Mum took me to one of the performances. I can’t remember what show it was but as part of the proceedings he had to be tied up. As this was going on Father Horgan came up to me while I was sitting on Mum’s knee and said in his lovely Irish brogue, ‘What are they doing to your daddy now, Bernard? Oh, my word, would you look at that? They’re tying him up. You should do something, Bernard. Help your daddy.’ Apparently, I then stood up on my mother’s knee and shouted, ‘Let him go, you buggers!’ I think we left rather quickly after that, Mum very red-faced!


Father Horgan was always trying to get a reaction out of me. And he nearly always succeeded. My sister and I had been down with chicken pox for some time when one day Father Horgan came to see us.


‘How are you then, children? Are you feeling any better? Your mother says you’ve been bad with it now, so she does. Scarred for life you’ll be, she says. Scarred for life.’


As he was leaving Father Horgan picked up an ornament of a horse – one of a pair – that was sitting on the sideboard.


‘’Ere,’ I shouted. ‘Where are you going with that?’


According to my mother, I chased Father Horgan right down the street and brought him to heel. Everyone was in stiches but me. Can you imagine that? A mini-Cribbins in his pyjamas covered in spots chasing a huge Irish priest down a street? The mind boggles. He was always winding me up, he was. He was a very naughty priest was Father Horgan.


Many years later, in the mid-1970s, he conducted my father’s funeral and, while standing by the graveside afterwards, he said, ‘Well, that’s the end of Jack!’


The only time being an altar boy rankled with me was when I had to do early morning mass. Not because I didn’t like getting up – I did – it was just quite boring. One of the priests at the church had a Basque name, which I can’t remember, but we used to call him Father Franco, and he was a refugee from the Spanish Civil War. The nice thing about Father Franco was that if you did the very early mass, which started at 6.30 a.m., he used to give you a threepenny-bit or sometimes even a sixpence. That was a small fortune in our day, don’t you know! Good old Father Franco. I used to like him.


As well as serving mass, I would do Benediction services at our church and for this the altar boys had to kneel down while holding a lighted candle. The candle was almost pure beeswax so when it had burnt down a bit I used to take a bit off, put it in my mouth and chew it. Yummy. Talk about the hungry thirties! Well, it was cheaper than gum.


My other job in those days, apart from chewing candles in a cassock and attending school occasionally, was as a paperboy. The shop, which was situated just around the corner from us, was owned by a Mrs Scanlon and her daughter, Lizzy. Tobacco, newspapers and sweets made up the majority of their stock and it was my job to deliver a not insignificant number of the newspapers. Now, I expect some of you reading this book of mine might have had a paper round at some point in your lives, but how many of you had two paper rounds a day – one before school and one straight afterwards? OK, you can start playing that music from the Hovis advert now. What is it, the New World Symphony? Dvořák? That’s the one. DAA DAA DEE DA DAAA, DEE DA DEE DA DAAAA! Watch out, Cribbins is talking about how tough it was in the olden days. Get your violins out!


To be honest, it wasn’t really that bad. Although I admit that getting out of bed at 6 a.m. on a cold and wet February morning with the prospect of having to cart a sack full of newspapers around the streets of Oldham didn’t do much for my spirits. Off I used to trot, though, with my little clogs on, and at the end of every week I’d be handed six shillings by Mrs Scanlon. That’s about thirty pence in today’s money. During the winters, snow used to build up on the irons on the bottom of your clogs and this used to slow you down dreadfully. These build-ups were known as cloggy boggies and every so often you’d have to kick them off. The pavements and the roads were full of them when it was snowy.


Do you know what the best thing was about having a paper round or two? Being able to take back my money and hand it to Mum. That used to give me an unbelievable amount of satisfaction and Mum was always very grateful. What would I have been then? Eleven or twelve maybe? To be able to make a contribution to the family coffers at that age was a bit of a privilege and, without wanting to get too sentimental, it used to make me feel all grown up.


Despite handing everything over to Mum, she always used to give me a bit of spending money and, apart from buying sweets, I used to spend most of it going to the cinema. There was one at the bottom of Smith Street called the Savoy, and I used to go to what were called the Saturday Matinees there. Tales of us golden oldies attending the Saturday Matinees are many and varied, and the people telling the tales always tend to focus on things like Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers. They were great shows, don’t get me wrong, but the one I remember most vividly was The Clutching Hand. I bet you haven’t heard of that one, have you? Just like yours truly, The Clutching Hand pre-dates most movie serials by a few years.


The reason I remember it so well is because it used to scare the living daylights out of me! Each and every episode had to finish with a cliff-hanger, of course, and in those days, they didn’t half know how to do ’em. That’s what used to scare me the most, and, as Detective Craig Kennedy, who was the goody in The Clutching Hand, inevitably faced certain death at the hands of one of the baddies at the end of an episode, young Bernard would start sinking into his chair. By the time the credits began rolling I was virtually on the floor, but I was desperate to know what happened next.


During the Saturday Matinees, the cinema manager would have to come out to quieten everyone down as, when the kids got fed up with waiting, they used to start throwing things at the screen. Notice I said they started throwing things at the screen. I was far too well behaved. Ahem, he says, clearing his throat. Laurel and Hardy films used to make me laugh and other pictures I couldn’t wait to see were the Tarzan films with good old Johnny Weissmuller, who became my first ever movie hero. I used to love swimming as a child, and I loved a bit of adventure. This chap ticked all the boxes. They were marvellous pictures and in my opinion they’ve aged very well.


Something else I enjoyed doing occasionally back then was ‘birds’ nesting’ – climbing up trees to look in nests – which I don’t think people do any more. I’d do it now if I could still climb trees, but I have to make do with watching them come and go from my front window. We’ve got a couple of bird feeders on our front lawn and some of the things you see are hilarious. The whole hierarchy thing has me in stitches sometimes. The food chain, I think they call it. The other day we had a couple of blue tits pecking away at some fat balls when all of a sudden a couple of starlings elbowed them out of the way. The blue tits thought about having a go back but in the end they flew off to a nearby tree. Two minutes later a magpie came along and elbowed the starlings out of the way. They tried to have a go back, but the magpie wasn’t in the mood for sharing and told them where to get off. A couple of minutes after that a woodpecker flew in and the magpie didn’t even stop to say hello. He was off! By this point I was absolutely fascinated and was wondering how high up the food chain we might get. Do golden eagles eat fat balls? Anyway, once the woodpecker had pecked enough fat, it flew off and within a few seconds the blue tits arrived once more and so it all started again. Isn’t that just marvellous?


Birds’ nesting was something I did very occasionally from the age of about twelve until the age of about fourteen, and the lad I used to do it with was called Ronnie Ashton. Ronnie and I were consummate climbers and regardless of how high a nest was, we could normally get up there. The only time I ever came unstuck while we were birds’ nesting was when we went for a magpie’s nest one day, which was up a hawthorn tree. Because they like to collect shiny things, you never know what you might find in a magpie’s nest. Without even thinking about it I was shimmying up this hawthorn tree like a good’n. The nest must have been about 15 feet above the ground and the trunk was fairly bare, which meant I could shimmy up quite easily and I managed to reach the nest without getting injured. Inside the nest were four eggs (no money, unfortunately) and so I put two of them in my mouth for safe keeping and started my descent. When I got to the trunk of the tree I started to slide down it, thinking I had the measure of where the thorny bits were. Well, it just goes to show how wrong you can be sometimes, because just when I was about halfway down the trunk I had an argument with a thorn that went right into the end of my . . . Now, what would I have called it back then? Ah yes, my willy. A thorn went right into the end of my willy!


Regardless of whether you have one or not, what’s the first thing you do when you suddenly experience intense, searing pain? That’s right, you scream your head off! Then, once you’ve done that, you start using words that you would never normally say in front of your grandmother. When that thorn suddenly infiltrated the end of my John Thomas, that’s exactly what I started doing, except I still had two magpie eggs in my gob! Ronnie Ashton had no idea what was happening as he couldn’t understand a word I was saying. Come to think of it, neither could I.


Once the pain had subsided slightly I made it down the tree as fast as I could and the first thing I did was open my mouth and retrieve the contents. Now, I suppose you think I ended up breaking those eggs while I was trying to scream and swear. Not a bit of it! I held out a palm, opened my mouth, leaned forward, and there in front of me were two intact magpie eggs. They might have been a little bit shaken – they weren’t the only ones – but they weren’t broken.


‘What’s up with you?’ asked Ronnie, now finally able to communicate with me.


‘A thorn went through the end of me dick,’ I replied.


‘Oooooooooh,’ said Ronnie, wincing as if he’d suffered the injury himself.


I pulled my shorts down to have a look at the damage and sure enough, young Percy had been pierced.


‘You’d best get your mum to have a look at that,’ suggested Ronnie.


I’ll let you guess what I said in return. I’ll give you a clue, though. It ended with the word ‘off’.


The other thing I used to do at that age was to try and catch tiddlers in a place called Hollow Brook. In order to get in to Hollow Brook, you used to have to squeeze through some old railings and that made it all the more exciting. We shouldn’t have been in there, you see, so it was like breaking-and-entering for beginners.


Once through, I used to explore for a while and then fish for sticklebacks in the stream. If we couldn’t afford a hook, which we used to attach to a piece of cotton thread, we’d tie the worms onto the line and sometimes, if you were lucky, you’d catch two fish at the same time. One would be trying to devour one end of the worm, with another fish at the other end of it. I think that must have been where I developed my love of fishing. Exciting stuff, eh!


The man who used to supply our milk in Oldham was called Mr Grinrod and he used to arrive on a little horse-drawn cart that had milk churns on the back of it. As the women queued up for milk the children would pet the horse and feed it bits of carrot or whatever they could pinch from the kitchen. When Mr Grinrod was done on Smith Street he’d let me and other children jump on the back of the cart and I’d go with him to the next stop. Once we’d arrived we’d jump off and walk back home again. Given what children play with nowadays that all sounds quite simplistic, but I promise you it was one of the highlights of my week, as was listening to ‘Children’s Hour’ on the BBC Home Service. I think my favourite show was Toytown, which featured Larry the Lamb and Dennis the Dachshund. In my opinion, there’s something very, very special about listening to the wireless, and whenever I’m lucky enough to be offered a radio play, I always leap at the chance. I think it’s the fact that you can sit there, with your eyes closed, and be transported anywhere. It’s like having your imagination massaged! There’s nothing like it.


Every few weeks the wireless would stop suddenly and then panic would ensue. ‘Mum, Mum, the wireless has gone off,’ I’d shout. ‘What are we going to do?’ ‘Quick, Bernard,’ Mum would say, ‘pop down to the ironmonger’s and ask Mr Horrocks for a charged accumulator. Don’t be long, though. Toytown starts in a few minutes.’ Had they ever dished out medals for clog sprinting, I’m fairly sure I’d have won at least a bronze. Especially if there was an episode of Toytown at stake.


Something else from those days that you certainly don’t see now is cattle and sheep being driven through the streets. Well, I expect you still see it in the countryside from time to time, but never through the streets of Oldham. At least, I don’t think you do. We never saw any pigs, by the way, just sheep and cattle. I think pigs are a bit too clever and independent for that. There was a Co-op abattoir about half a mile from us and, after being unloaded at Mumps railway station, they’d be driven through the streets and then slaughtered. The man who was in charge of driving these animals only had one arm and would shout at us kids to block off the side streets and alleyways as he went. ‘You two lads, get that bloody side road blocked off now. There are three bullocks there eyeing an escape route!’ It was great fun for us. A bit dangerous though, when you think about it. After all, it doesn’t matter if you’re twelve or twenty-five, if you’ve got two or three frightened bullocks charging at you at 10 miles an hour, there’s only going to be one winner! Speaking of which. The only time I ever saw anything close to an accident happening during these runs was when a bullock made a break for it down one of those side roads one day and then went on a bit of a rampage. I had another sister by then, called Kathleen, and me and our cousin, a lad called John O’Connell, had to pick her up double quick and drag her out of the way. She scraped both her knees, bless her, but this animal was completely out of control and we only managed to move her with a second or so to spare.


Now then, how old would I have been when the war broke out? Let me think a moment. Dum de daaa. That’s it. I’d have been approaching eleven years old. The reason I mention it is because this is when everything started happening for me so it’s quite an important time. With regards to the war itself, Oldham wasn’t really affected by air raids, although I certainly remember hearing nearby Manchester getting a hammering. In December 1940 the Germans dropped over two thousand bombs on Manchester in just two nights. Isn’t that dreadful? The whole thing was, of course. There were an awful lot of anti-aircraft guns positioned just outside Oldham and during the air raids they’d be going off every few seconds. Once the raids were over and it was safe to go out again, we kids would run around the streets, pick up all the shrapnel and then take it into school with us. I think every boy in every town and city must have had a box of shrapnel under his bed. After taking your new finds into school, you’d compare your collections in the playground. Trading bits of shrapnel was also incredibly popular and, together with sweets, it was the main form of currency.


‘I’ll tell you what, I’ll swap you my nose cone for a bag of sherbet and your unexploded bomb.’


‘Deal!’


My favourite shrapnel story happened not long after the war had started, so that must have been early 1940. We’d recently moved from Smith Street to a new council house in a place called Derker, which was on the edge of Oldham facing the moors. Across the valley from the estate was a so-called shadow factory where they were making something to do with the war effort. For those of you who aren’t war historians or who are under the age of eighty, shadow factories were built at the start of the war to meet the urgent need for aircraft, and the reason they were called shadow factories is because they masqueraded as car factories. There’s obviously a bit more to it than that, but that’s the nub of it. Anyway, one day I spotted a German bomber flying towards this shadow factory. It was being shot at by an anti-aircraft gun and the moment I realised what was going on I ran into the house of some friends of mine called Mick and Eamon McEwan and shouted, ‘Get your boxes, boys. There’s a German bomber under fire.’ Within seconds me and the McEwan brothers were chasing this plane for all we were worth and, as the other kids who were out and about realised what was going on, they started chasing it too. Before too long there was a great string of us running into the valley clutching cardboard boxes and looking skywards while this German bomber was being shot at. It sounds a bit like a wartime version of the Pied Piper, swapping Hamelin for Oldham and the piper for the plane. It got away unscathed in the end, but there was shrapnel lying absolutely everywhere and we went back to our homes slower, but a lot happier.


Come to think of it, that’s something else you don’t see much of in Oldham any more: German bombers flying overhead. What with that, horse-drawn milk floats, and lots of cattle and sheep roaming the streets, it’s a wonder we didn’t all die of excitement!




CHAPTER TWO


Why don’t you offer that lad a job?


How are you getting on then? Everything OK so far? I must say, I’m finding this quite a joy, to be honest. You see, despite being as old as the hills, I’ve never really done any in-depth interviews before, so this is the first time I’ve gone into detail about anything to do with anything. It feels like I’m taking a history lesson, except I’m also the pupil. ‘What have you got today then, Bernard? English Language, Maths, PE and Double Cribbins!’ Anyway, I expect we’ll be getting onto the acting stuff soon, so just you sit tight.


Sometime at the beginning of the Second World War, the British government started a fundraising campaign called Warships Week, during which lots of civil communities within the British Isles were encouraged to adopt a warship. A community would sponsor a ship by purchasing government bonds, which were paid for via a programme of local fundraising events. Throughout the duration of the war, well over a thousand Warship Weeks were organised, raising a total of £955,611,589. That’s about £40 million in today’s money! Other campaigns included Wings for Victory Week, which raised money to purchase bomber planes, Spitfire Week, to purchase fighter planes, and Tanks for Attack Week, to purchase – yes, you guessed it – tanks.


In February 1942, my town of Oldham held its own Warship Week during which we raised money to adopt an O-class destroyer and flotilla leader named HMS Onslow. As part of the fundraising activities, a drama festival was organised featuring all the schools and this was held at the Coliseum Theatre, which is on Fairbottom Street. I know you didn’t need the address, but I rather like it.


Over the course of the week, each school had to perform a one-act play – twice, I think – and because I was a good mimic and a bit of a show-off I decided to volunteer. Now, I’m afraid this is where my brain fails me a bit, as I can’t for the life of me remember what the play was. While I was making my dramatic debut in whatever the heck it was, sitting in the audience was the theatre’s resident producer, a lovely chap named Douglas Emery. Now, don’t ask me why coz I never asked him, but Douglas must have thought I had a modicum of talent as after the festival had finished he approached my mum and dad and asked them if they’d be willing to allow me to perform with the Oldham Repertory Company, as and when any boy’s parts came up. The first thing Mum and Dad did was ask me if I was interested, which I most certainly was, and so they went back to Mr Emery and told him I was in.


During the rest of 1942, I played two or three roles with the Oldham Repertory Company, the first one being in a play called Lavender Ladies, in which I appeared as a cheeky grocer’s boy. I must have fared OK in the role as I got a very nice review in the Oldham Chronicle. As payment I received a guinea, which was worth a pound and a shilling, and a present, which would have been a book or a Dinky toy or something. Look at that, eh? Money, gifts and adulation! Not bad for a boy of thirteen.


Shortly after we broke up for Christmas in 1942 my mum and dad received a letter from the school informing them that I wouldn’t be required to come back after the holidays. I bet you’re thinking, What’s he been up to then? Kids don’t leave school at thirteen! Well, by the time term started again I was fourteen and, in those days, unless you were from a rich family or were particularly gifted, which I wasn’t, that’s when you left school. The education system was quite basic in those days, so you never did things like French or chemistry. It was all based around the three Rs: reading, writing and arithmetic. That said, everything we did at school was very thorough, so despite leaving early we weren’t necessarily stupid. Daft, yes, but not stupid.


One of the first people to hear about my enforced retirement from full-time education was Douglas Emery and, before you could say, ‘Why don’t you offer that lad a job, he’s obviously a star of the future,’ he offered me a job! As an assistant stage manager first, with a starting salary of fifteen shillings a week. As you’d expect, I was absolutely over the moon about this. After all, theatre was already my passion, and so to work in it full-time was the start of my dream come true. I say the start of a dream come true, because I didn’t actually know what I wanted to do at the time. I never thought that far ahead. All I knew is that I loved working in the theatre and if somebody wanted me to do it full-time for a bit, why not?


The only thing that miffed me slightly about becoming a pro at fourteen was that I had to take a pay cut. A significant pay cut! As a cherubic amateur I’d earned a guinea and a gift per show, as you well know, and, with each show lasting about a week front to back, that was a good return. Now, as a professional assistant stage manager, I was earning six shillings less and the gifts were nowhere to be seen. What’s more, instead of just attending the rehearsals and the shows before taking a bow and then popping home to bed, I was now required to work – wait for it – a seventy-hour week for fifteen shillings!


Despite the long hours, there were one or two immediate benefits to working full-time in the theatre, and one of those was being able to go to the cinema for nowt. I think there must have been a reciprocal arrangement between the theatre and all the cinemas, so on a Wednesday afternoon, say, if I didn’t have any lines to learn, I could pop along and watch Johnny Weissmuller or Laurel and Hardy. You might be wondering if I had any ambitions to appear in films at this age. To be perfectly honest with you, I probably didn’t. I was just enjoying myself.


So, what on earth does a fourteen-year-old assistant stage manager do during his seventy-hour week? I hear you ask. Well, it was all based around something you don’t see any more called weekly rep, as in repertory theatre. Looking back, which is something I’ve been doing a lot just recently, this was an excruciating discipline and if you don’t already know what weekly rep entailed you might find it a bit hard to believe. Ready? Right then. We used to open with a new play every Monday evening, and that afternoon we’d have a dress rehearsal. Because I was stage management I’d be in at the crack, and my entire morning would be spent polishing furniture, setting things up, and helping to hang pictures and the like. Over the years Douglas Emery had built up a huge stock of props and furniture, so we were always well equipped. It all needed looking after, however, and that was also part of my job.


The following morning, prior to the Tuesday matinee, the actors would come in and read the following week’s play. Now then. Can you imagine that? You’ve just opened in a brand-new production lasting at least a couple of hours and, as well as having to perform it twice the following day, you also have to read through the play you’re doing next. Does that sound doable to you? On Wednesday during the day the actors would learn their lines while the stage management assembled props for the new production. On Thursday, you’d rehearse act one of the new play and then read through the rest. On Friday you would rehearse whatever you hadn’t done yet and then on Saturday, during the day, you’d rehearse the whole thing – twice, sometimes – and then do a matinee and evening performance of the current play. On Sunday, you generally slept – all day – and then on Monday you’d have a dress rehearsal during the day before performing the play at night, and then the whole thing would start again. It was, without fear of overstatement, a continuous cultural conveyor belt and despite certain aspects becoming second nature to you, it was still terrifying. But I was only stage management, of course. Imagine being one of the leading actors or actresses. How they did it, I do not know. Even the thought of it gives me the heebie-jeebies. I’ll tell you what, let me give you an example, shall I?


In February 1943 the Oldham Repertory Company produced four plays: The Good Young Man by Kenneth Horne, Wuthering Heights, which was obviously based on Emily Brontë’s only novel, an American play called Too Young to Marry by a chap called Martin Flavin and, finally, a Jacobean play called The Witch by Thomas Middleton. These days, you might find a programme like that spread over a season, but certainly not a month. It’s quite a mixture, don’t you think? How we did it all I’ll never know.


Incidentally, the only member of that company I joined in 1943 who went on to become famous was a blonde girl called Dora Broadbent. She was about six years older than I was and about a year or so after I joined Oldham Rep she went off to London with hopes of becoming a star. A few years later, while appearing in a Noël Coward play, it was suggested to Dora by the man himself that she ditch Broadbent and take a stage name. Taking the Master’s advice, she changed her surname to Bryan and later became a big star. I expect you’d already guessed it was her, hadn’t you? Years later, during an interview, Dora claimed that I’d turned up on my first day at Oldham in the snow wearing short trousers and newspaper around my legs. My poor mother was mortified by this; partly because it wasn’t true, but mainly because it made out as if she couldn’t look after me. So much for poetic licence, eh?


I may not have had time to get to know Dora that well, but I made some marvellous friendships at Oldham Rep. So, not only did it take care of things professionally for me, but it sorted out my social life too. A lad called Jim Cassidy was probably the best friend I made there. He and a few others had been drafted in from the Oldham Arts School to play extras for a production, and we just got chatting one day. Jim was tall, artistic, very Lancashire, but also devoted to Ireland. He also enjoyed hiking, and not long after getting to know each other he invited me out for a trek on the moors. This would have been a Sunday, which was usually a rest day, but after spending so many hours in the theatre I couldn’t wait to get out there. I was also a young lad, you see, so for all my blether about working a seventy-hour week I had more than enough energy for it.


It became a regular thing and so as soon as my eyes opened on a Sunday I’d get up, put on my big hiking boots, grab my rucksack, and we’d be off into the hills. Actually, that’s not true. We’d usually get a fourpenny bus ride up to the moors and then take off from there. We’d explore the Pennines, and take in places such as Saddleworth Moor, Blackstone Edge, Alphin Pike and Chew Valley. Anyone who’s ever walked across these areas will know how wild it can be in the winter. Come to think of it, anyone who’s ever driven on the M62 from Leeds to Manchester should have a good idea. It’s about 1300 feet above sea level up there, and if you are daft enough to go when the weather’s a bit dodgy you’ll probably need a few distress flares and some good thermal underwear!


As the word started to get out among Jim’s friends at the Arts School and mine at the Rep about our Sunday expeditions, we started receiving requests from people who wanted to join us. In no time at all we’d gone from two to around fifteen, and so in the end we decided to form a group. We called ourselves the Pennine Rangers, and we even got ourselves a hut – or, t’hut, as we used to refer to it. We used to rent t’hut for about two shillings a week and inside we had a few old chairs and a Primus stove. The Primus stove was mainly used for warming up baked beans, which was the staple Sunday diet of your average Pennine Ranger. The only issue we ever had with t’hut, apart from it being rather rickety and a bit draughty, was the fact the roof seemed to contain rather a lot of soot. Don’t ask me why, it just did. This meant that even the slightest movement from a Pennine Ranger could result in a torrential sooty downpour and if there were ever beans on the Primus, which was often, they’d be covered within seconds.
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