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			Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
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			Introduction: Billy Casper’s Goalposts

			‘In an age of change, the urban, industrial North became a symbol of what was being lost: an imaginary world of honesty, authenticity and working-class community, a world where people spoke plainly and stood by their word.’

			Dominic Sandbrook,The Great British Dream Factory, 2015

			Billy Casper wakes up in the bed he shares with his older brother, Jud. Jud has to get up early to go down the pit. After doing his paper round Billy goes to school where he is interviewed by the Youth Employment Officer. The officer suggests he considers ‘the good opportunities in mining’. During a football match in his games lesson, he is put in goal by Mr Sugden, the bullying sports master. Whilst swinging from the goalposts he lets in a goal and is punished by Sugden. In an English lesson Mr Farthing, a more sympathetic teacher, encourages Billy to tell the class about his pet kestrel. At breaktime he gets into a fight with a boy on a coke heap. After school, on top of a deserted hill overlooking a South Yorkshire council estate, Farthing visits Billy’s shed. The bird, Billy tells him, is not a pet. It is more than just his sport. It is a symbol of hope.

			To understand where it all went wrong we need to go back to the 1980s, the decade when a county synonymous with deeply rooted notions of collectivism, solidarity and sporting achievement became associated with division, defeat and disaster. A large number of Yorkshire villages, towns and cities were left permanently scarred by the social, economic and cultural changes of that turbulent, reckless, revolutionary era. In the ensuing years there have been some notable sporting feats, the occasional White Rose triumph even. But the underlying story has been anomie.

			We must, of course, define our terms. It is my view that, since the eighties, sport has ‘gone wrong’ in the sense that it has become increasingly infected by greed, rampant individualism and amor­ality. Huge sections of society have been disenfranchised by a new sporting order in which money, rather than collective endeavour, determines success. To some of its supporters a kind of deregulated paradise, this new order has surrendered to an array of deadly sins: financial doping, match-fixing, cover-ups, corruption, etc. Just like its great industries, many of Yorkshire’s great football teams have never fully recovered from the harrowing of their region. Although enjoying fleeting success during the boom years of the 1990s, they have lurched from well-publicised financial disaster to despair. As a very small group of mega-brands came to dominate the richest league in the world, some went into meltdown, ignominiously hurtling down the divisions. Attendances at rugby league matches have fallen; despite its Sky-sponsored Super League makeover, the region’s ‘national sport’ remains an overlooked, mostly invisible, game, lacking the financial power of its southern-based, Establishment rival. The county cricket team have, admittedly, enjoyed a recent revival, winning back-to-back championships. But, like the ‘living-the-dream’ football clubs, they have paid a price for monetising these dreams; not only have they run up a hefty debt but they remain haunted by the ghosts of a civil war that, for three decades, cast them into the wilderness.

			Throughout this book I will be referring to ‘Old Yorkshire’ as an idea rather than a place. Each chapter tells the story of a particular town or city that exemplifies this idea: a raw, rugged, nonconformist, fiercely local, collectivist sensibility forged during the industrial revolution. As in Richard Hoggart’s pioneering 1957 cultural study The Uses of Literacy, which provided the book’s inspiration, my aim is to present the universal – the rise and fall of a powerful, solidaristic, working-class culture – through the particular. Although written sixty years ago, Hoggart’s compelling evocation of working-class Hunslet remains an influential study of a world, as one contemporary reviewer put it, ‘brimming over with extended family life, warmth and neighbourliness’. Although, as Hoggart acknowledged, that world was already beginning to fray at the edges by the time his book was published, its communitarian ethos survived until the eighties.

			It would be wrong to entirely blame the collapse of that ethos on the sea change that took place during the ‘Thatcher decade’. The post-war, social-democratic consensus – a mixed economy, full employment, strong welfare state – had already taken a big hit in the seventies, when economic crises struck on both sides of the Atlantic. Neoliberalism, a term which was coined as long ago as 1938, actually entered the British mainstream after the IMF bailed out the mid-seventies, Callaghan–Healey Labour government – and, in keeping the Iron Lady’s deregulatory, supply-side reforms in place, the Blair–Brown New Labour governments noticeably upheld her legacy. And yet the Thatcher decade was undoubtedly a watershed moment, widening the gap between rich and poor, north and south and haves and have-nots, marking the end of the ‘Old Britain’ and the first steps towards a new one.

			It was during this decade that Old Yorkshire became a kind of shorthand for the Old Britain that lay beyond, and got left behind by, London and the home counties. To some it stood for a pre-eighties, prelapsarian idyll, to others an anachronistic, almost vaudevillian, version of the class struggle. The truth is, as always, somewhere in between. But as the county’s economic lifeblood drained away, and its heartland sank into a psychological depression, even former Thatcherites came to regret its passing. ‘The new broom swept, and it swept pretty clean,’ lamented Mail on Sunday political commentator Peter Hitchens. ‘In towns I know well, car assembly lines, railway workshops, glassworks engineering plants, chocolate factories vanished or shrank to nothing. A journey across the heart of England, once an exhilarating vista of muscular manufacturing, especially glorious by night, turned into archaeology. Now, if it looked like a factory, it was really a ruin.’

			The emasculation of a militant trade union – Arthur Scargill’s National Union of Mineworkers – was one thing; the destruction of traditional, mutually self-sustaining, local communities quite another. For more than a century, it had been the exertions of these communities that had both spurred Britain’s industrial development and transformed the broad acres into a sporting powerhouse, a counter-magnet to the swaggering, self-important capital. Their myriad institutions, based on the trinity of work, leisure and family, had provided working-class families with a context of social solidarity and cooperation. From the Industrial Revolution onwards, the communitarian ethos had been expressed through country fairs, mechanics’ institutes, welfare halls, Methodist churches, friendly societies, mutual insurers, retail, saving and agricultural co-­operatives and trade unions. In the following century it was embodied by credit unions, community halls, labour clubs, workers’ educational association classes, brass bands, libraries, leisure centres, seaside holidays and pop groups. The county’s pubs, too, had been breeding grounds for communal games like quoits (throwing rings over pegs), dog racing, pigeon flying, pitch and toss – and of course football, rugby league and cricket. Football in particular, as the sports historian Matthew Taylor has written, had been ‘built upon the peculiarly tight-knit community identities characteristic of British working-class life. Local teams could provide a focus for community consciousness, linking together disparate groups of individuals in a common cause every week.’ Many round- and oval-ball clubs originated from working-class community associations and local institutions such as schools, churches and workplaces.

			There is a tendency to romanticise what could often be stiflingly claustrophobic neighbourhoods, pockmarked by overcrowding, poverty and bigotry. Life was frequently grim and the work that supported them backbreaking and dangerous. They also changed considerably over the course of the twentieth century: slum clearance, for example, triggered a relocation from back-to-back, inner-city areas to new, remote, suburban estates. But there remained a fundamental sense that, guided by a spirit of mutual aid and collective co-operation, working-class communities could determine their own history. As the educationalist Brian Jackson argued, the fact that ‘industrial workers over ten generations made so much out of such squalor and indignity [was] one of the little miracles of British social history’.

			In The Making of the English Working Class, the historian E. P. Thompson saluted the new proletariat’s ‘collective self-consciousness’ as ‘the great spiritual gain of the industrial revolution’. This narrative rescued Old Yorkshire from the condescension of that legion of middle-class Victorian writers who, during their intrepid journeys up north, had recoiled at the ‘satanic’ excesses of a smog-infested, strike-ridden region. The county, it has to be said, played up to its muck-and-nettles image, reinforced by John Ruskin’s description of Sheffield as ‘the dirty picture in the golden frame’. In Books Do Furnish a Room, Anthony Powell wrote: ‘It is not what happens to people that is significant, but what they think happens to them.’ Everyone, Powell elaborated, has a personal myth. He was writing about fictional characters but the axiom can be equally applied to regional character. Yorkshire liked, still likes, to see itself as a melting pot of society’s undervalued, perennially tasked with the responsibility of keeping British sport honest. It has particularly revelled in its role as the backbone of English cricket; hence the timeworn, if largely inaccurate, maxim: ‘A strong Yorkshire means a strong England.’ It has proudly expressed its identity through its football, cricket and rugby league teams. Sport has always been and remains, despite the tragedy of the past three decades, its cultural adrenalin.

			Local, collective pride is hardly unique to Yorkshire. The north-east, the north-west, Devon, the Welsh Valleys and the Scottish Highlands, to name but five sport-obsessed regions, all have their own, similar, personal myths. Indeed, up until the nineteenth century, as Roy Hattersley noted, ‘there were no immutable economic laws which united Barnsley, Bridlington and Boroughbridge and yet somehow distinguished them from what lay east of the Pennines and south of the Humber . . . no common cultural heritage or spiritual yearning that embraced Hull, Haworth and Halifax.’ But, from the formation of Sheffield FC, the world’s first modern football club, in 1857, to the Hillsborough tragedy 132 years later, ‘God’s own county’ made a particular point of presenting itself as the alternative to a snobbish, hypocritical, southern-based Establishment. Its amateur and professional teams have tended to represent society’s have-nots, conveying a solidarity society rooted in the synchronised labour of the factory, mill, mine and shipyard.

			Its traditional sporting culture was the product of a social bargain struck between employers and workforce – the latter enduring appalling working conditions and, in return, expecting the former to subsidise their churches, welfare halls and sporting organisations. Yorkshire, gradually, became to London what Sparta had been to Athens: a harsher, tougher society. As Hattersley observed, the county stood for something ‘when all that was hard, heavy and arduous . . . began to flourish in the country – coal cut from deep seams, blooms and billets of hot steel manhandled under massive steam hammers, wool spun and woven not at home but during long days spent in the company’s cold sheds. To survive any or all of that, the families that lived in the lath and plaster back-to-back houses had to espouse the oppressive virtues and the stern values.’ The idea of a shared, muscular culture came into its own between 1945 and the mid-1970s. For all its neuroses, amongst them a penchant for self-flagellating, declinist doom-mongering, Britain was, back then, a relatively stable, unified country. The post-war Labour government’s redistribution of wealth changed the terms of trade between the haves and have-nots. This is often referred to as sport’s golden age. In football, rugby league and cricket there was a hunger for community and belonging. In most parts of the country, these sports offered stability, normality and familiarity. There was an extra intensity and hardness about the teams’ style of play as fans flocked to the dilapidated grounds in huge numbers. The immediate decade after the conflict was a period of peak attendance at football matches; supporters born between 1950 and 1970, who became young adult fans in the mid-eighties, were part of a universal culture imbibed with a sense of collective responsibility for the health of the game. There was a spirit of egalitarianism abroad: seven different clubs won the Football League championship in the first seven years after the war. ‘The ground was the working man’s theatre,’ wrote Andrew Ward and John Williams, ‘and the pitch his stage.’

			The idea for this book came when I read out this quote from Football Nation: Sixty Years of the Beautiful Game to a group of children who attended the school where Kes, the classic 1970 Ken Loach movie, had been filmed. The week-long, residential writing course involved a trip to their local football club. At the beginning of the week most of the kids declared their allegiances to elite clubs like Manchester United, Arsenal, Liverpool and even Chelsea. But when we visited Barnsley FC’s Oakwell stadium, to be greeted by a large sign sporting the legend ‘My Town, My Team, My Blood’, their latent Casper-ness suddenly came to the surface. It was clear that the film, an unsentimental, and unsurpassed, depiction of a South Yorkshire mining community, had been burned into their consciousness, reinforcing their sense of their beleaguered town, indeed the whole of Yorkshire, as a place apart, misunderstood and wronged.

			One session was taught by Ian McMillan, the Bard of Barnsley, who used to be the club’s poet-in-residence. A Kestrel for a Knave, the Barry Hines book the classic film was based on, was, he explained, ‘our defining myth. It’s our Moby-Dick, our Great Expectations, our Things Fall Apart, our Great Gatsby, our Grapes of Wrath. It’s our creation myth. Billy Casper’s story reminds us that we are worth writing about. Here is our little town presented as a place where epic things can happen.’ Set at the end of the sixties, Hines’ novel tells the story of a half-boy, half-pigeon who is bullied both at home and at school and seeks solace in the rolling fields and rich woods beyond the pithead. Hines, the son of a miner, grew up near Barnsley and was the last of that great generation of post-war working-class writers to barge through the privileged ranks of the metropolitan elite. Along with Hoggart’s seminal tome, and other masterly accounts of traditional working-class life by sociologists such as Michael Young and Norman Dennis, who co-wrote a groundbreaking study of Featherstone, these social realist writers breathed new life into cultural stereotypes about the ‘lower orders’.

			Kes is often misread as a gritty, depressing, grim-up-north film. Its depiction of Old Yorkshire is certainly brutal and unsparing. But it is, chiefly, a movie about the possibility of redemption, entirely in tune with the social upheavals of an era belligerently challenging the residual inequalities of post-war Britain. ‘I thought I would like to show that these kids can do something which is in fact very skilful,’ said Hines. ‘They can do all kinds of things if only they’re given opportunities.’ Both the book and film offered a glimpse of what it was like to rise, soar even, above a hopeless situation. You did not have to accept your fate, know your place or be battered into submission, especially on a football pitch by a Manchester United-supporting bully. In the film’s most famous scene, Brian Glover’s callous PE teacher, Mr Sugden – ‘I’m scheming this morning, all over the field, just like Charlton used to do. Anyway, Denis Law’s in the wash this week’ – insists on being both referee and team captain, taking every free kick and blowing his whistle whenever he’s tackled.

			After a comically inept performance in goal, Billy is pushed into the shower and Sugden turns the thermostat to cold. The youngster’s two-fingered riposte waymarked the industrial militancy of the coming decade. In 1972 a human blockade, organised by the Yorkshire NUM, closed down Saltley coke depot, forcing Ted Heath’s Conservative government to award striking miners a 21 per cent pay rise. Two years later, ‘King Coal’, as the media had taken to calling Scargill’s troops, played a large part in bringing down that government. This was a decade of affordable housing, low unemployment, free health care, free higher education, low levels of crime and greater equality. In 2004, the New Economics Foundation concluded that Britain had been a happier country in 1976 than it has been in the twenty-eight years since. ‘Inflation was high but so were pay settlements,’ said Andy Beckett, a chronicler of the era. ‘People had the money, particularly in the second half of the 70s when the economy was better, to become interested in buying their own home, having a bigger car . . . living standards for most Britons in the 1970s were probably growing more than they had done in the previous 60 or 70 years.’

			Since the eighties, however, the forward march of labour has not only been halted but gone into reverse. Social mobility has fallen by the wayside. A northern working-class hero is no longer something to be. ‘You see a lot of people who look like whippets around here,’ said McMillan. ‘They look thin and haunted. You see Billy Casper everywhere.’ A few months after the writing course I actually saw the ‘real’ Casper walking around in Barnsley. David Bradley, who had been chosen from hundreds of local ‘whippets’ to play the lead role in Kes, returned to his old school to see the students perform their work. Forty years after his beguiling portrayal, his instantly recognisable, unforgettably pinched, shrewd, hungry face still reminded me of Arthur Hopcraft’s description of Stanley Matthews in The Football Man: ‘A worker’s face like a miner’s, never really young, tight against a brutal world even in repose.’

			Kes’ famous football scene was filmed on the school’s muddy playing fields. Bradley pointed out the goalposts he had swung from as a reluctant goalkeeper. ‘Look,’ he laughed, ‘you can still see the dink in the crossbar.’ He talked with great enthusiasm about his lifelong support for Barnsley FC. At the beginning of the shoot he had carried on with his part-time job selling programmes at Oakwell, but the film crew eventually paid him off. Kes was his big break. A few years ago he returned to Barnsley. ‘I’ve not been to Oakwell over the last season and a half,’ he admitted. ‘I can’t afford it.’ That ‘confession’ speaks to the tragedy at the heart of this book. In a country radically transfigured, over three decades, by the most dramatic shift of resources since Henry VIII closed the monasteries, a great swathe of British society has ended up priced out of, and alienated from, the new sporting order.

			At the beginning of my research for the book, I learned that Casper’s school had been demolished. There was a half-hearted attempt to preserve the goalposts but they, too, were eventually knocked down, leaving a sizeable hole in Old Yorkshire’s – and the nation’s – psychological landscape.

			Wivenhoe and Leeds, April 2016

			Act One: Division

			‘All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air . . .’

			Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, 1848

			4 May 1979. On her arrival at 10 Downing Street, Margaret Thatcher sonorously quotes from Saint Francis of Assisi: ‘Where there is discord, may we bring harmony.’ The high-priestess of neoliberalism turns out to be the most divisive prime minister in post-war British history. Dominated by industrial strife, social conflict, race riots and an economic policy that lays waste to large swathes of the north, her decade in power culminates in a divisive tax which, ultimately, prompts her downfall. A famous 1978 Tory poster had shown a snaking queue of jobless headlined ‘Labour isn’t working’. But the introduction of monetarist economic policies precipitates an escalation in unemployment, from 1.3 million in 1979 to over 3 million in 1983. The Chancellor of Exchequer, Geoffrey Howe, cuts the top rate of income tax from 83p to 60p in the pound. VAT is increased from 8 to 15 per cent. The government removes all controls over the exchange of foreign currency. Individualism is all the rage, symbolised by the advent of the Sony Walkman. By the end of 1982, Britain has more video recorders per head than any other country in the world. Midway through the first term, in the middle of a long and deep recession, 364 university economists write a letter to the government warning that the monetarist experiment will ‘deepen the depression, erode the industrial base of our economy and threaten its social and political stability’. Riots break out in Brixton, Southall, Leeds, Toxteth and Moss Side. As an old world lays dying, and a new one begins to be born, New Britain becomes polarised, fractured, fragmented. And as its heavy industry, the lifeblood of so much of the region, begins to feel its pulse faltering, Old Yorkshire falls prey to turbulence.

		

	
		
			1. Old Faithful

			‘Old faithful, we roam the range together. 

			Old faithful, in any kind of weather. 

			When the round-up days are over, 

			And the Boulevard’s white with clover, 

			For you, old faithful pal of mine.’

			‘Old Faithful’, Hull FC anthem

		

	
		
			HULL’S BIG DAY OUT

			3 May 1980. Wembley. The Challenge Cup final. Hull FC vs Hull Kingston Rovers. Airlie Birds vs The Robins. Black-and-whites vs red-and-whites. The Battle of Hull. ‘Will the last person to leave,’ a banner draped over a bridge on the A63 asks the myriad marauders crashing south, ‘please turn out the lights?’ Steve Hubbard bursts through for Rovers for the first try of the match. He then knocks a penalty over to give the Robins a 5-0 lead. Another Hubbard penalty and, after less than a quarter of the game, Rovers are 7-0 up. The match swings when Tim Wilby goes over for Hull FC, but Sammy Lloyd can’t convert. As half-time approaches, Roger Millward slots over an important drop-goal to make it 8-3. Lloyd adds a penalty to bring Hull closer at 8-5. With five minutes to go, the Airlie Birds are penalised and Hubbard, once again, converts to increase the lead to 10-5. A few minutes before the end, Hubbard collapses in a heap and is stretchered off.

			Keith Tindall was on the losing side in the Battle of Hull and ‘that lot over the river’ have never let him forget it. ‘A red-and-whiter said I was on Facebook but I’m too old for all that stuff,’ the Hull FC legend tells an amused group of black-and-whiters being shown around the giant, shopping plaza-like KC Stadium.* ‘What he meant was he’d seen this picture of me on Facebook, coming out of the “10-5” pub. The “10-5” – cheeky buggers. I hadn’t realised it was called that. Someone had invited me in for a drink. A mean trick.’ Tindall tells me how much ‘Hull’s big day out’, as he calls it, still means to both sides of the city, some three-and-a-half decades on. He is frequently asked about it, even though he played in several other, far more memorable, finals. During his hour-long tour, someone had mentioned Hull City, the club’s co-tenants at the stadium. ‘I’m okay with City but I don’t like to mention Mr Allam,’† he snapped. ‘Unfortunately, he doesn’t do us any favours.’ All becomes clear when we visit the Whiteley Suite. The walls are decorated with framed photographs of John Whiteley or, as Tindall prefers to call him, ‘the chosen one’. A year or so ago, he took a tour group into the suite and was shocked to find that the pictures of Hull’s greatest-ever rugby league player had been removed and replaced by football photos. ‘I think Mr Allam wanted to charge Hull FC something like £350 a photograph,’ he explains. ‘They were taken down, but after we protested they put ’em back up.’ I tell him my next port of call is the Royal Hotel to meet Steve Hubbard, the Rovers player who touched down the winner in 1980. ‘Tell him to give that Oscar back,’ Tindall winks. ‘Ask him why he pretended to get injured at the end.’ I walk for a mile up the battered Anlaby Road, which in the eighties was Kingston upon Hull’s major western artery. Hubbard is waiting for me in the foyer. A grand Italianate building, opened by Queen Victoria in 1851 and commemorated in Phillip Larkin’s poem ‘Friday Night in the Royal Station Hotel’, the hotel no longer exudes the provincial self-confidence described by the Hull University librarian. It remains, however, an oasis of calm, its silence, as one of the twentieth century’s great poets noted, ‘laid like carpet’. On the way into the hotel I had passed a statue of Larkin, mid-dash, notebook clutched under an arm, overcoat flapping open and a hat swinging from his left hand. ‘What Larkin found,’ wrote his biographer Andrew Motion, ‘was a city at the end of one kind of life, waiting for another to begin.’

			LONDON 0 HULL 4

			In 1980, for the first time in history, Hull’s two rugby league clubs met in the Challenge Cup final. The media, inevitably, homed in on the Tale of Two Cities angle, highlighting the intense, longstanding rivalry between the teams. Their different geographical locations were discussed at great length: Hull FC, on the west side of the river, were wedded to the Hessle Road trawlermen – Rovers, their bitter adversaries on the east side, were the coastal fishermen’s team. The city’s economic decline, however, had decimated both communities and the old Wembley Stadium – if an aerial photograph had been taken from the top of its white, concrete towers – would have resembled a giant comfort blanket of red, black and white; the teams’ colours seemed to merge into one as two warring tribes came together in a moving show of Hullensian solidarity. The whole city, it appeared, had migrated en masse to London, briefly taking possession of a self-regarding capital believed, by its transient occupiers, to be living off the honest toil of the downtrodden north. This was the day Hull let the world know that, despite the countless hard knocks it had received over the years – the latest being the disappearance of its fishing fleet – it was not yet ready, in the words of the A63 banner, to turn out the lights.

			Both Tindall and Hubbard, although on opposite sides, used the same phrase to sum up the big day: ‘It showed the city hadn’t given in.’ Regardless of the outcome (a famous Rovers victory) the match allowed a downtrodden, besieged city its moment, providing a national platform for its wounded civic pride in an era when a rugby cup final still meant something; since the 1980s, the showpiece, like its soccer equivalent, has hugely declined in importance. ‘On that day, every year, London was full of fans,’ explained Tindall. ‘Not just from Hull but from all over the country.’ The number of neutral supporters attending the event has, like his team’s support base, drastically shrunk. Before the new era of Sky and the Super League, it was one of the most important days in the sporting calendar.

			Although it prompted a revival in both clubs’ fortunes, the final had the feel of a last hurrah. This most northern of sports was, like Hull itself, reaching the end of one kind of life, and would soon have to adapt to the demands of a new, globalised, sporting order. Only one year away from his own swansong, after five colourful decades commentating on a game he’d played a key role in popularising, Eddie Waring – better known than any football, let alone rugby league, presenter is today – provided a suitably wistful commentary. Lamenting the passing of a once-great maritime port, he invoked the ‘sailing ships of days gone by’ and compared the teams walking out of the Wembley tunnel to ‘two ships coming into the port of Hull’. The idea of tribal warfare in a remote, east Yorkshire port had an obvious appeal to the media. And yet, as the final suggested, the city was keen to present a united front in front of the watching millions. To many Hullensians, the real divide was not between Hull and Rovers, or the east and west sides of the river, but between ‘them’ – the London-based elite – and ‘us’. The Housemartins might not have had this occasion in mind when, six years later, they released their first album, London 0 Hull 4, but its title perfectly encapsulated the moment the plucky, underdog, oval-ball city invaded the Big Smoke.

			Waring’s lament betrayed a hazy yearning for a lost post-war world of full employment, social mobility and rapidly rising living standards. The BBC’s rugby league commentator for five decades, his jocular persona, relentlessly satirised by TV comedians, tended to wind up over-earnest northern fundamentalists. But, as his biographer, Tony Hannan, pointed out, he saw rugby league as ‘more than just a simple social pleasure. The particularly working-class phenomenon . . . was both a symbolic expression of personal identity and a crucial component in an entire way of life . . . rugby league told of who you were and from where you came.’ Waring had campaigned all his life to get the north’s ‘national sport’ taken more seriously. At the beginning of his broadcasting career, in the last year of the war, he made a famous emotional address to the overseas troops listening to his Yorkshire Cup final commentary on the BBC World Service. ‘For those lads from Hunslet who are serving abroad,’ he declared, ‘I want to tell them that I am sitting in the old pavilion. There’s 9,000 people here and I am going to open the window so you can hear the Parkside roar.’ In Waring’s version of Old Yorkshire, sport was not only a diversion from industry’s dirty, dangerous, back-breaking jobs, but a symbol of the county’s resolute fighting spirit.

			At the end of the rail network, and the beginning of the long crossing to northern Europe, Hull has, historically, enjoyed flicking two fingers up at London. The English Civil War began in 1642 when its merchants slammed shut the gates in the face of King Charles’ tax collectors. In the early nineteenth century, local MP William Wilberforce led the campaign against the slave trade. In 1895, Hull FC took part in a rebellion which led to the formation of a new rugby league, a guerrilla organisation called the Northern Union; fifty years later, rising from the wreckage left by the Luftwaffe, the city’s revival was inspired by Whiteley’s black-and-whites. Up until a decade ago, before its football team’s intoxicating adventures, it was the parochial oval-ball game that shaped the city’s identity. Like the parliamentarians who opposed the king and the abolitionists, Hull FC were at the forefront of a late-nineteenth-century resistance – both to the southern gentleman-amateurs who objected to rugby players being compensated for missing their Saturday morning shifts and the round-ball interlopers determined to breach their stronghold. Before the mid-seventies cod war Hull had tended to turn its back on the capital, preferring to look out to the North Sea for its prosperity – either through whaling, fishing or merchant ships that traded with neighbours in the Low Countries. As Waring’s colleague Tony Gubba explained, in an eve-of-final documentary, the ‘fleets of 150 trawlers which made Hull fish docks famous ten years ago have now dwindled to less than two dozen. And catches are actually brought in by road to be gutted and cleaned by men with unshakable loyalties.’

			The conflict with Iceland had destroyed its trawler fleets, an augury of the chill winds of globalisation about to blow through Britain’s industrial heartlands – and Westminster had stood by. The Labour government, under pressure from the Americans, who needed Iceland as a bulwark against the Soviet Union, allowed the Nordic country to impose a 200-mile fishing limit, causing swathes of Hull’s staple industry to rot and 15,000 jobs to disappear. The city had once been a major centre of shipping. In the sixties and seventies, there had been a steady southward migration, a depopulation in which thousands of young, ambitious, working-class men and women had disembarked to the London, exacerbating north–south tensions. Goal-kicker Sammy Lloyd remembered the frisson in the Hull camp when a posse of Buckingham Palace officials breezed into the changing room just before the final. ‘One of them said he wanted a word with us,’ said Lloyd. ‘‘‘Now, chaps,” he said, “you are going to be presented to Her Majesty the Queen Mother. Now, she will offer her hand. It is not for you chaps to shake her hand manfully.” It was as if we were all northern heathens and we were going to be bouncing her up and down. And then, with a look in his eye, he turned across to look at Paul Woods, who was one of our best assassins. It was as if he were warning Paul to be on his best behaviour.’

			On the inner sleeve of London 0 Hull 4, Heaton had printed the legend ‘Take Jesus, Take Marx, Take Hope’. ‘We’re interested in the inspirational side,’ he explained. ‘The power, the collective power . . . the footballing side of it.’ A city which had endured heavy bombing during the war (93 per cent of its homes were blitzed), post-war civic vandalism and the ravages of de-industrialisation was not going to take its latest subordination to London lying down. In this sense, although renowned for its out-on-a-limb, maverick tendencies – epitomised by its creamy-white phone boxes – Hull was, and remains, northern defiance writ large.

			In the early eighties such unilateralist truculence had become the trademark of the city’s musical, as well as sporting, nonconformists. Like The Housemartins, Everything But The Girl were a critically acclaimed Hull-based band who revelled in the city’s sense of apartness. Their singer Tracey Thorn observed that its:

			lack of any rock glamour to speak of meant that we were forever left off the tour circuit. In all the time I was there I can remember going to see Haircut 100, The Polecats and, er, that’s it. One result of this situation was that Ben [Watt] and I began to evolve in a musical isolation that was both good and bad for us. And like some bizarre Darwinian experiment we gradually became more and more like ourselves and less and less like anyone else, anywhere else. The seeds of our separation from the main developments in pop music through the 1980s can perhaps be traced in part back to this separation, our sense of being set apart; that ‘you and me against the world’ attitude.

			These two unfashionably belligerent indie bands, like several of their Sheffield counterparts, operated in a parallel universe to the New Romantic, Thatcher-inspired mainstream. As bright, shiny, shoulder-padded London groups like Spandau Ballet, Culture Club and Wham! became the toast of the pop world, Old Yorkshire romantics like Thorn, Heaton and Pulp’s Jarvis Cocker continued to stick two fingers up at the very idea of international stardom.

			THE FISH DOCK TEAM

			In the mid-eighties, after being rebuked by the Independent Broadcasting Authority for a lewd on-air remark about the south’s prime minister, Heaton retorted: ‘They should come and see some of the housing estates in Hull. That’s what I call obscene.’ Twenty-five years later, these estates, which had been built during the urban renewal programme of the sixties and seventies and suffered years of decline and depopulation, were singled out by The Idler magazine as a particular lowlight of Britain’s ‘crappest town’. Property guru Kirstie Allsopp, the presenter of popular TV show Location, Location, Location, then declared Hull to be the worst place to live in the country. As a rejoinder, and to promote its UK City of Culture campaign, the local council produced a promotional video narrated by the actor Tom Courtenay. ‘People are slow to leave it,’ intoned Courtenay, quoting a line from a Larkin essay, ‘but quick to return.’

			There was a certain irony to this homage, but it was heartfelt. Courtenay had made his name in the sixties social realist film Billy Liar, a huge influence on Kes, in which a young, working-class dreamer attempts to escape his Old Yorkshire backwater and seek his fame and fortune down south. In the movie, Billy bottles out of catching the train to the capital, but in real life Courtenay became a huge success in Swinging London and then Hollywood. In a beautifully written memoir, he paid tribute to the Airlie Birds for keeping him grounded during this heady ascent. ‘Dad and I always had our love of sport in common,’ he wrote. ‘It was the one thing that connected us powerfully.’ He might have left Hull, but it had never left him.

			In Dear Tom, he recalled how, in his Hessle Road neighbourhood, all the families worked, played, learned and shopped together. Within inhaling distance of the reeking River Humber, the community had created a rugby team in its own image – Hull FC –which was known to locals as ‘the fish dock team’. Hull’s growth during the Industrial Revolution had been driven, like other northern towns and cities, by the local trinity of home, work and leisure, a dense fabric bound together by Hessle Road, St Andrew’s Dock and the Boulevard, a 10,000-capacity stadium built shortly after Hull FC joined the rebel Northern Union. Powered by its fertile catchment area, the fish dock team quickly became one of the new league’s pre-eminent forces, reaching three consecutive cup finals between 1908 and 1910. In 1913 they signed the game’s biggest star, Billy Batten, who repaid the club a year later by leading them to a first-ever Challenge Cup win. In 1921, they won the championship. They then lost back-to-back finals but lifted the Yorkshire Cup and again topped the league table. After winning the Yorkshire League in 1926–7, they endured a lean spell but won their third Championship title in 1935–6. Before the Second World War broke out, they were runners-up in the Yorkshire Cup and League. After the war they continued to win trophies and reach finals until the seventies when, mirroring the port’s decline, they stagnated. A nadir was reached in 1974 when only 721 people turned up at the Boulevard to watch an encounter with bottom-of-the-league club Huyton.

			‘I saw Hessle Road’s demise at first hand,’ said Hubbard, whose winning try triggered the most successful period in Hull Kingston Rovers’ history. The red-and-whites, like their black-and-white rivals, also suffered during the seventies. Late developers in the game, having to wait until 1964 before making their first visit to Wembley, their traditional heartland was on the dry side of the river, where shore gangs worked to catch the tide. Hubbard, who was born on the west side, began his working life as a wages clerk at St Andrews dock, a quarter of a mile from Hessle Road, where he witnessed what he called the ‘double whammy’ of housing relocation and economic decline, which ‘tore the whole of the neighbourhood apart’. From the window of his office, where he kept an eye on the diminished fleet of trawlers entering the basin, he witnessed ‘the death of the fishing industry. It happened, really, the year I worked there, around 1974–5. They had different shops on the dock. I took the wages each week to the shops and saw the queues get smaller as the fishing industry began to fold. The amount of work dropped drastically. It went from being a vibrant, incredibly busy dock to disappearing in front of our eyes.’

			Hubbard doesn’t think it strange that Humberside, as the area was then known, briefly emerged as a rugby league superpower after the 1980 final. ‘It was our way of fighting back, of regrouping,’ he explained. ‘The city was having a terrible time.’ Hull’s most notorious serial killer, Bruce Lee, had been convicted of twenty-six charges of manslaughter following a spree of arson attacks. Rioting youths battled police. ‘The city centre on a Saturday evening was not for the weak,’ wrote City fan Shaun Todroff. ‘The area was ruled by gangs intent on causing as much damage to each other as they could. Fighting was a way of life . . . [this] generation of Hessle Road youth didn’t flock to the sea with the same enthusiasm or in the same numbers as their forebears. Instead they looked for shore-based jobs, shaved their heads and laced up their boots. These skinheads would virtually wipe out the fishermen culture along with the after-effects of the cod war, which decimated the industry in Hull.’

			And yet this was a time when the fish dock team became one of the most powerful rugby league sides in the country, commanding gates of almost 13,000. They were champions in 1983 and runners-up either side of that year. They won the Challenge Cup in 1982 and were finalists in 1983 and 1985. Rovers, who averaged around 8,000 a game, won back-to-back titles in 1984 and 1985 and lost at Wembley in 1981 and 1986. Hubbard thinks the all-Hull final sparked a ‘reawakening, which put the city back on the national map’. Towards the end of the decade, however, both teams, like the city itself, spiralled into decline. Since the formation of the Super League, in 1996, he feels that ‘something has gone from the game. The commitment from Hull and Rovers players when the two teams play each other now is nowhere near what it used to be. I feel that kind of spirit is history. The game today is really hyped up. It’s Super League, but I can’t get my head round it at all. It doesn’t have a sense of community any more.’

			In Dear Tom, Courtenay paid tribute to the academic Richard Hoggart who, while teaching at Hull University in the late fifties, had written The Uses of Literacy. Hoggart had predicted the rise of an individualised, privatised world based on consumerism, status-seeking and acquisitiveness. He feared it would destroy the collective ties that held working-class society together. Metropolitan advertisers and the national media were already, he argued, robbing local communities of their identity and people within them of inherited values. As a result, the individuals of the future would believe ‘nothing and [be] able to honour almost no one; in such circumstances we stand on nothing and so can stand for nothing.’ Hoggart’s boyhood rugby league team, Hunslet, which he portrayed as the embodiment of working-class collectivity at play, were the apotheosis of this ‘common culture’.

			The street corners of Courtenay’s childhood were, like Hoggart’s Hunslet, dotted with idyllic corner shops: butchers, general stores, hairdressers and bakers, all providing a social meeting point for a community that lived in each other’s pockets. This was a world where people spoke plainly and stood by their word. At Crimliss’ fish and chip shop, fish dock workers would bring home a ‘fry’ to share with their neighbours. Everyone claimed to know Amy Johnson, the Hessle Road tomboy who grew up to become one of the world’s great aviators and whose plane mysteriously plunged into the Thames during the Second World War.

			In the sixties, thousands of families were uprooted from working-class districts, including Hessle Road, and relocated to soulless suburban estates. These sprawling housing areas had been built on requisitioned farmland miles away from the town centre to redress the destruction of the war. ‘There was a migration from Hessle Road,’ recalled Dave Windass, a local playwright.

			All the kids used to play outside and they had families connected to the fishing industry. Families were forced to move to estates on the edge of Hull. It was a systematic clearance of densely-populated streets, two-up, two-down terraces, really packed places with big families, which went on for about two or three years. Going to a football game or rugby game was and is part of the working-class ritual. You knew where you were with life back then. Life was a lot simpler and it evolved around the working week. If you start dismantling that then the fabric of everyday working life starts slipping away. That’s not specific to Hull, but to the industrial north.

			The demolished neighbourhood’s conviviality has undoubtedly been exaggerated over time. Many families would have been relieved to leave their squalid, unsanitary housing and move into homes with a bath, inside toilet and running hot water. But its disappearance broke the bond linking home to work. By the time the rugby league historian Tony Collins had left Hull in 1980, he was aware that ‘a lot of the traditional housing areas were ending as big communities.’ Only the third part of the local trinity, the Boulevard, had remained intact. ‘The stadium gave those broken-up communities some type of meaning,’ said Collins, ‘something to cling on to.’

			For a while, being moved across the river to the remote and inhospitable east Hull towers actually intensified the former Hessle Road residents’ fervour for the fish dock team. ‘They still stayed black-and-white,’ said Tindall. ‘These double-decker buses came out of the new Bransholme estate and when there was a Hull FC game you could see everyone pressed against the window. They were full to the gunnels with supporters. The community spirit died a bit later than that, just after the end of my playing days in the mid-eighties. But, at first, you had all these people who came to the Boulevard from the east. After a game, they didn’t want to go home. They went on to Hessle Road for a drink before the game and after it they went back to Hessle Road again, back to where their old neighbourhood used to be. All those pubs were absolutely crammed. How they ever got home, across the other side of the city, God only knows. Today, though, it’s not the same. This new lot of fans, I’m afraid, have no memory of those Hessle Road days.’

			A LOST WORLD

			Outside a west Hull pub in the early fifties, during the middle of Hull FC’s post-war renaissance, a large crowd gathered around a hole in the ground. As a tall man in an apron emerged up a ladder, holding an empty beer keg on his shoulder, he was greeted by a crescendo of applause. It was The Chosen One, ‘Gentleman John’ Whiteley. The Hull loose forward, who scored 156 tries in 417 games, retains a special place in the city’s folk memory. He started out as a filleter on the docks and didn’t even get a signing-on fee when Hull snapped him up in 1950. The club, however, agreed to pay him £100 when he first played for Great Britain’s under-21s. On receiving the payment, he gave all the money to his mother. ‘She immediately bought a four-ringed gas cooker,’ he said. ‘We lived down Gordon Street near the Boulevard. Our kitchen was full of women for the next seven days all wanting to look at it. I also got her a radiogram and a week’s holiday at Butlin’s at Farley, which is also gone. It was just after the war and there was this fervour for looking for a local sportsman to play in the black-and-white shirt, to play at international level. I couldn’t go anywhere. All the fans adopted me. I was still filleting on the fish dock but being an international rugby player wasn’t conducive to standing around all day long in the freezing cold, filleting fish, so they got me a job in the brewery, humping barrels of beer. I loved it.’

			Whiteley is not an Old Romantic. He refuses to pine for the crumbling terraces, rickety stands and primitive toilets of the Boulevard. But he does miss its atmosphere and sense of community. ‘It was a hard, tough culture but also very warm,’ he remembered. In 2002, he spoke in favour of the proposed move to the KC Stadium, pointing out that the club’s heritage would never be forgotten; the smell of the fish docks might no longer blow off the Humber, he said, but their 67-year-old anthem, ‘Old Faithful’, would always be sung at matches. The song has played a crucial role in sustaining the bond between the club and its supporters. It speaks to the latter’s pride and loyalty, to continuity and tradition, to the camaraderie of a time when trawlermen were kings and sporting heroes were both local and loyal. After working flat out to clear away all the bought fish, filleters would take their minds off their cold, wet work by breaking out into the chart-topping, cowboy melody. ‘Old Faithful’ is a valedictory cry. ‘It was made famous by Gene Autry, the film star,’ said Lloyd, who now tours the east Yorkshire clubs as a folk singer. ‘He sings the song to his horse because he’s a cowboy. “Old Faithful, pal of mine.” He’s about to put it to sleep, because it’s at the end.’ It’s a symbol of a lost world, a lament to a dying breed, a community that might have been sold out by ‘that London’, but still lives on in the hearts of its dwindling fan base. It evokes an era of extended family life, belonging and neighbourliness, before the great upheaval of slum clearance, the traumatic decline of the docks and New Britain’s assault on the inherited values of a common culture. The song also struck a chord because of the west Hull community’s identification with cowboy life. ‘The rough rawhide cowhand had to brand the cattle and struggle against the elements,’ explained local historian Alec Gill. ‘Equally, the tough trawler deckhand had to gut the fish and battle against the elements. A number of other parallels can be drawn: the wide-open spaces, (hated) owners, uncertainty of life, boozy behaviour, saloon fights, and strained relationships with women. In addition, there was perhaps an affinity between the cowboy and his horse; and the trawlerman and his ship – riding the range or riding the waves.’

			It was sung by Hull trawlermen as they battled freezing winds and roaring seas. When Whiteley was a player, 120 ships would set off to ply their trade in the treacherous waters of the North Sea and the Arctic. With their distinctive suits – made to measure by local tailoring shops – heavy drinking and cowboy nicknames, these ‘three-day millionaires’, as they were known, worked hard and played hard. They enjoyed a reputation as the last of the hunters, embarking on wild spending sprees during their three-day breaks, jumping into cabs and letting the meters run as they worked their way through the profits of a bountiful trip – before hitting the Boulevard. The dock was their rite of passage, a gateway to a world of adventure – but also to a potential watery death. The hardships they endured during their trips made deep-sea fishing the most dangerous profession in Britain. Nine hundred trawlers sunk between 1830 and 1980, leaving thousands of men dead. There was a lower life expectancy than average and a very high incidence of stomach cancer, lung cancer and heart disease. ‘They were away for three weeks,’ recalled Whiteley. ‘So every day ten or fifteen trawlers landed, and they all lived in the vicinity of the Boulevard. It was like a Mecca. It was their life. They would come down the North Sea, flat out, to catch the tide for the match, singing “Old Faithful”. They’d be stoking the fire up like an old American train. Just to get home for the match. They’d go straight off the dock. They’d been away for three weeks – but they’d go straight to the match.’

			According to legend, ‘Old Faithful’ had first been sung to one loyal local hero in particular, the dependable goal kicker Joe Oliver, during a narrow victory over Wigan in 1936. Overjoyed with the win, Hull fans spontaneously began to serenade their points machine.

			Lloyd, a former miner who moved to Hull from Castleford, was taught ‘Old Faithful’, now a staple of his repertoire, on his first day at the Boulevard. ‘I’d played there so many times with Cas,’ he said.

			And you’d hear the Hull crowd singing it for their boys. And we’d come off and we’d be having a few beers with the Hull lads and we always used to say ‘Fucking hell, I wish we had a song for Cas that’s like that.’ When my mate Knocker Norton, who played for Hull, persuaded me to go over he said ‘Sammy, they’ll love you to bits. And when you hear “Old Faithful”, well . . .’ You automatically get this affinity with this strange song. It’s about a guy getting a horse to kneel down. The story goes that one horribly wet day, Hull are playing Bramley. As the wind was lashing into their faces some of the folks on the old Threepenny Stand were wondering just what they were doing there. Then Oliver, their ever reliable full-back, caught another ball and drove it out – and one of the wags started singing ‘Old Faithful, he roams the range . . .’ It was just the affection they had for him. He was stable, he was rock steady. ‘Old Faithful, we roam the range together.’ It’s what Hull fans do. They might not have as big a following but they still follow the team all over the rugby league circuit together.

			HULL CITY RIP

			The Big Day Out was Rovers against Hull, east against west, coastal fishermen against deep-sea trawlermen. Since the 1980 final, however, the city has been defined by another battle: Old Yorkshire against New Britain. Hull used to be an oval-ball town. J. B. Priestley described a rugby league crowd in the 1920s as ‘stocky men with short upper lips and jutting long chins who roll a little in their walk and carry their heads stiffly, twelve stone of combative instinct.’ During the Great Depression of the 1930s, the Bradford-born writer embarked on a lengthy, rambling journey around England. ‘These people are pleasant but queer,’ he wrote of Hullensians. ‘They are queer because they are not quite Yorkshire but not quite anything else.’ It is true that the old fishing port’s geographical isolation has always set it apart from the rest of the region; stuck out at the end of a fifty-mile cul-de-sac, its focus is as much on the sea beyond as the hinterland that surrounds it. But its rugby league queerness – or, put another way, its refusal to sacrifice a longstanding, fierce and hard-won independence to the incoming forces of globalisation – is a quintessential Old Yorkshire trait.
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