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When my son Richard and his fiancée were planning their wedding, they asked me if I would write a poem for this special occasion; something about love and families, a verse which was both touching and maybe a little sentimental. They would then have it framed as a reminder of the day they tied the knot.


Picture the scene: the happy couple sitting in the centre of the top table with the parents of the bride and groom, the two best men (my other sons, Matthew and Dominic) and the three pretty bridesmaids. Following the usual speeches, I was called upon to stand and declaim my poem, especially written for the occasion. And here it is:


 


When I am Old!


When I’m old and I’m wrinkly, I shall not live alone


In a pensioner’s flat or an old people’s home,


Or take an apartment on some distant shore.


I’ll move in with my son and my daughter-in-law.


I’ll return all the joy that my son gave to me


When he sat as a child on his dear father’s knee.


He will welcome me willingly into his home


When I’m old and I’m wrinkly and all on my own.


 


I’ll spill coffee on the carpet, leave marks on the wall,


I’ll stagger home drunk and be sick in the hall.


I’ll sing really loudly and slam every door,


When I live with my son and my daughter-in-law.


 


I’ll rise from my bed in the late afternoon,


Throw the sheets on the floor and mess up my room.


I’ll play ear-splitting music well into the night,


Go down for a snack and leave on every light.


 


I’ll rest my old feet on the new leather chairs.


I’ll drape dirty underwear all down the stairs,


I’ll talk to my friends for hours on the phone


When I live with my son in his lovely new home.


 


I’ll come in from the garden with mud on my shoes,


Flop on the settee for my afternoon snooze,


Expect that my tea will be ready by four


When I live with my son and my daughter-in-law.


 


I’ll leave all the dishes piled up in the sink


And invite all my noisy friends round for a drink,


I’ll grumble and mumble, I’ll complain and I’ll moan


When I’m old and I’m wrinkly and all on my own.


 


I’ll watch television hour after hour,


I’ll not flush the toilet or wash out the shower.


Oh, bliss, what a future for me is in store


When I move in with my son and my daughter-in-law.


 


A month after the wedding, my son and daughter-in-law moved to Bermuda!


Like many other ‘oldies’ who are approaching their three score years and ten, I am feeling my age. You know you are growing old, they say, when everything aches and what doesn’t ache doesn’t work, you sit in a rocking chair and can’t make it work and you get wind playing cards. You know you are growing old when you have more hair in your ears than on your head, a dripping tap causes an uncontrollable urge and you look forward to a good night in. You help an old woman across the road and discover it’s your wife, someone compliments you on your crocodile shoes and you tell them that you’re in bare feet and your children look middle-aged. When I was approached by a bald, bent and wrinkled individual who informed me that I used to teach him, and another time when a small child in an infant school observed that, ‘when I’m twenty-one, you’ll probably be dead’, I really did feel my age. 


The thing about growing old is that you become increasingly nostalgic, remembering ‘the good old days’ and inflicting your memories on the younger generation:


 


When I was a lad, I walked to school


In pouring rain and freezing sleet,


With satchel crammed with heavy books,


I trekked for miles with aching feet . . .


But I was happy!


 


When I was a lad, I shared a bed


In a room with bare boards on the floor.


No central heating, double glazing,


We didn’t even have a door . . .


But I was happy!


 


When I was a lad I had no toys,


Computers, TVs and the like.


You were thought to me a millionaire


If you owned a football or a bike . . .


But I was happy!


 


When I was a lad, food was scarce,


I licked the pattern off the plate.


We never saw an ice-cream cone,


A bag of sweets or a chocolate cake . . .


But I was happy!


 


When I was a lad, school was strict,


And teachers hit you with a cane


Just for speaking out in class.


I never opened my mouth again . . .


But I was happy!


 


I remember well that golden age,


The memories make me feel quite sad.


Why every day was a holiday,


In the good old days, when I was a lad.


 


 More and more these days, I seem to be harking back to this ‘golden age’ when bobbies walked the beat, people stood up for the National Anthem in cinemas and ‘gay’ meant happy. There were no Chinese take-aways, fast food outlets or supermarkets, and milk was delivered in glass bottles. Cars had chokes, MOTs hadn’t been invented and there were no computers, sound systems or mobile phones. The television, when it arrived in 1959, was housed in an ugly wooden cabinet, had an eight-inch screen and showed black and white programmes. There were no sex scenes, bad language or gratuitous violence on the screen, and the actors kissed with their lips closed.


When I was young, my father handed his wage packet over to my mother every Friday. He didn’t have a credit card, rarely went out without wearing his trilby hat and never set foot on a golf course. We didn’t go to an ice rink or a bowling alley or travel abroad, and we never ‘ate out’. The family would sit down around the table at teatime. If we children didn’t clean our plates, there was no dessert and, when we had finished, we had to ask ‘to be excused’. I wore short trousers until I was eleven, always had ‘short back and sides’ at the barber’s and walked to school in sensible shoes.


Of course, there are certain benefits to getting old: you receive a pension, a bus pass, a senior railcard and a winter fuel allowance. You can get into the cinema half price and people help you with your heavy case. But the great advantage of being a ‘wrinkly’ is that you can express your feelings and opinions freely and as forcefully as you like, for, as Dr David Olivier, an expert on ageing, concludes: ‘age can bring people independence of thought. Older people are not afraid to be original.’ 


For my father’s generation, being in your sixties was considered old and there was little more to look forward to than a leisurely walk to the pub, a game of dominoes and then back home for a snooze in your favourite arm chair. A woman in her sixties settled for a quiet, uneventful life; she dressed modestly, recalled wistfully her youthful good looks and resigned herself to looking after the home. Not any more. Today’s oldies are not interested in growing old. They are more likely to spend their children’s inheritance enjoying life rather than brooding about retirement and slowing down. They may be ‘out of the woods’ but they are certainly not ‘over the hill’.


Considering myself just such an ‘oldie with attitude’, I have collected together a selection of my own reflections – social comment, autobiographical anecdotes, descriptions of the oddities of life, random observations and idiosyncratic musings – in which I look back over the years. In this book you will find me rattling on about childhood and schooldays, family life and the world of work, the English language and, of course, ‘God’s own country’, Yorkshire. My aim is primarily to entertain and amuse. Perhaps, though, I might occasionally manage to stimulate an emotion and provoke a reaction. In any event, I hope they give you some pleasure.










 ‘When I Was a Lad’
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Growing Up


A Singular Sort of Town


Rotherham, the town where I was born and in which I grew up and went to school, has always had a bit of an image problem. It is viewed in the popular mind as a gloomy, depressing, industrial place, full of dust and dirt, of noisy steelworks and ugly pitheads. Comedians make fun of the town with jokes like ‘Rotherham doesn’t have a twin town – it has a suicide pact with Scunthorpe’ or ‘Rotherham’s like Barnsley without the carpets’. The celebrity chef, Jamie Oliver, on his television programme about healthy eating, did the town no favours either and, on the screen, Rotherham lived up to its unattractive stereotype. 


In educational circles, Rotherham is seen by some, who probably have never visited the town, as a deprived and impoverished part of Yorkshire, as unlike Harrogate as chalk is from cheese. I recall once a speaker at a conference remarking that teachers should pay particular attention to the most ill-favoured and vulnerable children. ‘The Gervases of Eton will inevitably achieve, be successful and have the best of support and encouragement,’ he told his audience, ‘but it is the disadvantaged and underprivileged Jasons of Rotherham who are in most need of the teachers’ attention.’ I did point out to the speaker later that I was called Gervase and hailed from that particular town, and that not all children there are ‘ill-favoured and vulnerable’. Growing up in Rotherham in the 1950s, I certainly didn’t feel in any way ‘disadvantaged and underprivileged’. In fact, I thought I was very lucky.


Rotherham is not as bad a place as it is sometimes painted. In the 1950s, the town was bustling and interesting, with a real Yorkshire gritty character to it – solid, uncompromising, unostentatious – a vibrant, friendly, hard-bitten part of ‘God’s own country’, and there was nowhere in England where the inhabitants were warmer or more hospitable. I grew up surrounded by people with an unflagging generosity, a sharp humour and a shrewd insight into human nature which I learnt to love.


When I was young there were, of course, the smoky mornings, impenetrable smog and the unpleasant odour which sometimes emanated from the canal, but a bus ride out of the centre of the town, with its magnificent red sandstone medieval church and the rare Chapel-in-the Bridge, took me in minutes into open countryside. In the school holidays and at weekends I would explore the area around the town, setting off in the morning on my bike, with a bottle of pop and a sandwich, and cycle into the country. 


One of the favourite destinations on my weekend jaunts was Conisborough Castle, the great white stone Norman fortress set high on a mound between Rotherham and Doncaster. After I had read Sir Walker Scott’s epic story Ivanhoe, I cycled out one bright Saturday morning to where the novel is set. I recall sitting on the perimeter wall, staring up at the imposing edifice and imagining knights in glittering armour, gallant Crusaders, dastardly villains, jousting and sieges, dark dungeons and great battles. 


Another favourite spot was Roche Abbey. I would cycle out to Wickersley, famous for the grindstones used in the Sheffield cutlery trade, through the mining town of Maltby, eventually arriving at the crumbling remains of the magnificent Cistercian abbey. It was such a quiet, atmospheric place and I would sit amongst the crumbling stones in the sheltered valley and imagine the abbey in its heyday.


My mother, like my pals’ parents, encouraged me to ‘get out from under my feet’ on Saturdays so she could do the cleaning and washing. There was no sitting inside watching the television or playing on the computer. We had to be out of the house and would not be expected back until it began to get dark. My parents never worried that I would be abducted or set upon and, unlike some overly anxious parents today, never thought there was a paedophile hiding behind every bush ready to pounce. It seemed to me a safe, warm environment in which to grow up. I had the freedom to play out all day in the street or at the park, something which is sadly denied to many children today. These days so many parents seem so obsessively concerned with giving their children long and happy childhoods, with keeping them safe from harm and injury, in need of constant protection, away from potential risks, that they underestimate their offsprings’ abilities and resilience and deny them the great sense of freedom I had. The children of my generation were happy as crickets, unhindered by adult restraint.


A Boy Called Gervase


One has to admit that my parents had a sense of humour calling a child born in a redbrick semi in Rotherham, Gervase. In the 1950s when I was growing up, there were Jimmys and Terrys, Michaels and Ronalds, Martins and Kevins and one or two Alberts and Harolds but, to my knowledge, no Gervases. The first Gervase I came across was in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales – he was the blacksmith in the raunchiest of the stories. Now, of course, children are given the most unusual, not to say bizarre, names. Brooklyn and Romeo Beckham, Peaches Geldof and the other children of the rich and famous are not alone in their unusual appellations.


Over my years as a school inspector, I collected quite a list. I have met Barbie, Kristofer, Buzz, Curston, Randy, Mykell, Charleen, Kaylee, Scarlet, Egypt, Heyleigh, Jordana, Aztec, Blasé (pronounced Blaze), Gooey (spelt Guy), a child whose surname was Pipe and first name Duane and a child called Portia but spelt Porsche for, as the teacher explained to me with a wry smile, the girl’s father had always wanted a Porsche car. I’ve come across Demi, Dayle, Shalott (pronounced Charlotte), Precious, Roxanne, Tiggy, Trixie, Terri, Cheyenne, Billi-Jo, Tammy-Lou, Princess, Duncan Biscuit and Eileen Dover, a boy named Gilly and a girl called Barney. In one school there were two sets of twins from the same family, aged ten and eleven respectively, named after great tragic heroines: Cleopatra and Cassandra, Desdemona and Dido. Then there were the brother and sister, Sam and Ella, whose names, when said at speed, sounded like food poisoning. I have met Hadrian Wall (with a father called Walter Wall), Victoria Plumb, Sunny Day, Holly Wood and Justin Finnerty. I have never met them, but was told by a teacher that she had had the pleasure of teaching a Teresa Green, an Annette Curtain and a Poppy Field. 


A head teacher told me once that she taught three sisters called Paris Smout, Vienna Smout and Seville Smout, all, no doubt, conceived after three particularly memorable trips abroad. ‘It is just as well,’ she told me, ‘that her parents didn’t go on a weekend break to Brussels.’


In one infant school in Bradford, I came across a large girl with a plump face, frizzy hair in huge bunches and great wide eyes.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked the child.


‘Tequila,’ she replied. ‘I’m named after a drink.’


‘Tequila Sunrise,’ I murmured.


‘No,’ pouted the child. ‘Tequila Braithwaite.’


Perhaps she had a brother called Bacardi in the Juniors.


I was told by the head teacher of a Catholic school that it was the practice in the Church for children to be named after saints, and he was at school with a boy called Innocent, a name adopted by a number of popes. 


‘I suppose it must have been difficult having to live up to the name Innocent,’ I observed.


‘It certainly was,’ he replied, ‘and something of a cross to bear. His second name was Bystander.’ 


‘I cannot say that modern parents are very well acquainted with the Bible,’ a vicar once told me. ‘Gone are the fine biblical names like Hannah and Simon. Instead, parents want their offspring named after pop singers, film stars and footballers. I draw the line though when I get requests for Jezebel, Salome and Delilah,’ he bemoaned. ‘It’s very difficult explaining to the parents who these women were and what line of work they were in. One child very nearly went through life with the exotic name of Onacardie. I asked the parents at the christening: “And what do you name this child?” The mother replied loudly, “Onacardie.” I had just begun sprinkling the water over the baby’s head and intoning: “I christen this child Onacardie,” only to be quickly interrupted by the irate mother. “No, no, vicar!” she hissed. “On ’er cardy. The name’s written on her cardigan. We want her to be called Siobhan.” ’


 ‘I have a pet theory about first names,’ another head teacher told me. ‘Over the many years I have been in education, I have come to the conclusion that Shakespeare got it wrong when he said that “a rose by any other name would smell as sweet”. I learned very early on that boys called Richard tend to be well-behaved, quiet children who work hard, Matthews are very polite and thoughtful, Dominics are little charmers, Damiens have far too much to say for themselves and Kevins are accident-prone. Penelopes tend to be lively and interested, Jennys tend to be sporty, Traceys too big for their boots and Elizabeths little darlings.’ 


‘And what about the boy called Gervase?’ I asked.


‘I have never taught one,’ she told me. Then she thought for a moment. ‘However did you manage,’ she asked, ‘growing up in Rotherham, with a name like that?’


Famous Forebears


There’s a television programme which investigates the family history of celebrities. It has revealed some amazing facts and fascinating characters. Some of the forebears were rich and illustrious, others dark and villainous, which surprised, horrified and sometimes moved to tears their celebrated descendents. When I was young, reading adventure stories and blessed with an over-developed imagination, I thought that I might one day discover I was descended from someone great and good and that I would inherit a grand fortune.


A friend of mine has been researching his family history and discovered that he had many a distinguished ancestor, including the first professor of mathematics at Cambridge University and friend of Prince Albert, a number of eminent vicars of Dent and possibly General John Lambert of Calton Hall, Kirkby Malham, architect of the Cromwellian Protectorate. On a recent literary-themed cruise, a fellow author and speaker was Lucinda Dickens-Hawksley, the great, great, great granddaughter of Charles Dickens and one who could rattle off a veritable plethora of famous forebears. Then there was the young man in a school in Harrogate who told me he had much to live up to, being the direct descendant of Scott of the Antarctic. 


 My father-in-law has traced his family back several generations and has found a number of illustrious ancestors, including the Methodist preacher and theologian Joseph Bentley, author of How to Sleep on a Windy Night. I can certainly vouch for the veracity of the title; the collection of sermons put me to sleep in minutes.


I did once think I might be related to the great and the good when I received a letter from a Miss Marjorie Mangham-Phinn, in which she claimed kinship. Having researched her own family history, Miss Mangham-Phinn had discovered that one of her most famous ancestors was Thomas Phinn, an eminent Victorian philanthropist and worthy. She maintained that Trollope based his character Phineas Finn, the decent, strikingly handsome young heartbreaker who charmed himself into polite society, on her distinguished ancestor. Thomas Phinn, she informed me, was the Member of Parliament for the elegant city of Bath from 1852 until 1855. She had an idea we might be related since Phinn is a most unusual name.


When I was asked to speak at the Bath Literary Festival, in the magnificent Guildhall, in 2005, I had the opportunity of meeting my supposed ancestor. His marble bust had a prominent place in the entrance of the Guildhall. Styled as a Roman statesman with luxuriant curls, large honest eyes and prominent nose, he did bear a striking resemblance to my brother, Alec. I was introduced to my audience, on this occasion, by the present MP for Bath, Don Foster. Later, he very kindly researched Thomas Phinn for me in the archives of the Houses of Parliament. 


 


Thomas Phinn. Hall – Staircase, Inner Temple, London. 41 St James’s Street, London. Brook’s and Reform. Born at Bath 1814, the son of Thomas Phinn of Bath, Surgeon, by Caroline, daughter of Richard Bignall, Esq. of Banbury. Unmarried. Educated at Eton and Exeter College, Oxford where he was 1st class in Classics 1837. Was called to the bar at the Inner Temple in 1840 and joined the Western Circuit.


 


The impressive entry in The Who’s Who of British Members of Parliament, Volume 1, 1832–1885 continues to describe the glittering, if rather curtailed, political career of Thomas Phinn, QC, Liberal Member of Parliament, Secretary to the Admiralty, who was fiercely in favour of ‘vote by ballot and the fullest development of free-trade principles’. It was he who voted for an inquiry into Maynooth, the Irish seminary from which so many missionary priests came over the water to England, so I guess he must have had some Irish connections.


The entry in The Times, 1 November 1866, announced, with great regret, the sudden death of Thomas Phinn:


 


He was yesterday apparently in his accustomed excellent health and spirits, but on returning to his chambers in Pall-mall about 7 o’clock he complained of a pain in the region of his heart, and after a few minutes expired.


 


Much as I would like to claim the eminent Thomas Phinn as an ancestor, and perhaps lay claim to his fortune and that wonderful marble bust, my sister Christine, guardian of the family archive (a few scribbled letters, birth and death certificates and a battered album of faded sepia photographs), gave me the low-down on our branch of the Phinns. On the distaff side of the family, I am descended from the Brothers of Portumna, County Galway, whose notoriety was that they made coffins for the victims of ‘The Great Irish Potato Famine’. On my father’s side were the Macdonalds of South Uist, who eked out a living on that bleak island of great melancholic stretches of heather-covered moors and bog land in the Outer Hebrides. The headstone of an ancestor, one Ranald Macdonald, is somewhat ambiguous in its dedication. Perhaps he had a reputation for untrustworthiness or was a noted sheep-rustler, for the inscription on his gravestone reads:


 


Let all the world say what it can,                    


He lived and died an honest man.


 


I felt it politic not to delve further into my ancestry.


A Father of the Old School


‘Education, education, education.’ This was my father’s mantra well before Tony Blair made it his clarion call. My father, a steelworker for most of his life and with little formal education, but with a sharp intelligence and lively sense of humour, was ruthless in his determination to provide for and protect his family. He recognised that the central factor in achieving any sort of real advancement in life was ‘a good education’.


My father once told me that he had passed his scholarship examination to attend grammar school, but his step-father felt it was best for him to leave school. Like many a youngster at that time, largely because of lack of the necessary money to pay for books, equipment and the uniform, he was denied the opportunity to continue his studies. At fourteen, when his mother died, he went to live on an uncle’s farm, before joining the army on his seventeenth birthday to become a despatch rider. Although he never said so, I guess my father deeply regretted not having had the opportunity of a good ‘schooling’, but he never saw education as a possible route to better things for himself. He perhaps knew by the age of thirty, with a wife and young family, that it was too late for him. He believed, as did my mother, that the key to success lay not in wealth but in education. Education opened doors and he was determined that his children should take every opportunity to receive the best education on offer. He had seen first hand, during his army service and latterly working in the steelworks, what a gulf there existed in the world in opportunity, wealth and education – how the officers and the managers were set apart from others by dint of what he called ‘their schooling’.


Following my father’s death, when I broached the subject of his scholarship examination with my mother, she told me that my father was quite content with his lot in life and never aspired to anything more. He loved his family and provided for us, enjoyed the simple things in life but was unambitious. I cannot believe that. I cannot believe that he was happy working in the steel-works with all the noise, heat, oil, dust and dirt. As a boy, on my way to watch Sheffield United I remember well the bumpy bus rides from Rotherham to Sheffield via Attercliffe, past the dark and dirty place where he worked for thirty or more years. As I looked down from the top deck of the bus on that grim environment, as young as I was, I knew I wanted more out of life than this.


My parents were of ‘the old school’ when it came to education. Unless I was at death’s door, I had to attend school, do my homework, listen to my teachers and do as they said, and if I were to get into any trouble at school I would be in twice as much trouble at home. Sometimes I felt they supported the school a little too much. I recall once, when I was about ten, I was presented with my school dinner on a plastic plate and wouldn’t eat it. There was a slice of pale cold meat edged in fat, a dollop of cold mashed potatoes and sliced carrots swimming in greasy gravy. None of the healthy fare served up in schools today and none of the choices. I folded my arms and resolutely refused to pick up my knife and fork. I was made to remain in the corner of the hall when it had been cleared after dinnertime, with the plate on a table in front of me. I was told I would not be allowed to go until it was eaten. I finally did as I was told and then went to the boys’ toilet and was promptly sick. When I relayed this dreadful injustice to my parents at tea time, my father, looking over his glasses, merely remarked, ‘Put it down to experience, son. Now eat your tea.’ 


On the Road to Reading 


Thinking over what gave me the most pleasure in my childhood, I should place, first and foremost, reading. My mother, a natural storyteller, taught me nursery rhymes and read from picture books. I knew all the old favourites – Chicken Licken, The Gingerbread Man, The Giant Turnip, Rumpelstiltskin, The Magic Porridge Pot and many more – before I started school. Most evenings, before I went to bed, she would read aloud with me snuggled up next to her. I loved listening to the story, following the words on the page as she read and feeling that special physical closeness. Sometimes she would change a word, take a bit out or add something, and I could tell and told her so. I might not be able to read those black marks on the page but I knew the stories so well. Later, when the story was told and the light turned off, I would close my eyes and dream of a world peopled with the magical characters I had encountered in the book. 


My father too captured my imagination with his stories. He would bring back books from Rotherham Library to read, or buy a couple of old tattered versions of the classics from the market, taking out his finds from the brown paper carrier bag where they had been hiding between the vegetables and fruit. Once, he arrived from the market with a large hard-backed tome called King of the Fighting Scouts, which depicted on the front cover a garish illustration of a soldier on a rearing horse, hacking his way through a horde of savages. For several nights my father read a couple of chapters, only to arrive at the denouement to discover that the last few pages of the book were missing. Undeterred, he made the end up. 


My father took over from my mother this nightly ritual of reading to me when I was eight or nine. He would read a chapter or two at a time, ending on a high note and thus whetting my imagination for more. I would be keen for the next instalment the following night and be up those stairs in my pyjamas, face washed, teeth brushed, ready and waiting. It was a really clever way of making me go to bed at night. Boys who have had this sort of upbringing, where fathers tell them stories, read to them and associate reading with great pleasure and affection, learn to love books. A magical world is opened up to them. 


A Grandparent’s Prerogative


The relationship between grandparents and their grandchildren is rather different from that between parents and their children. I know this to be true because I am told frequently enough by my own grown-up children that I am ‘much softer’ with Harry and Megan, my grandchildren, than I ever was with them. Of course I am. It’s the grandparents’ prerogative. We grannies and grandpas are more tolerant and patient; we are better listeners, less critical and, dare I say it, more indulgent than we were with our own offspring. 


My mother and father were loving, supportive and dedicated parents. I was never slapped and rarely shouted at but they were firm and decisive in their treatment of their four children, insisting on best behaviour, no answering back and good manners. If we persisted in demanding something, my mother’s predictable retort would be: ‘I want, doesn’t get.’ My father’s favourite expression was: ‘I’ve warned you once, I won’t tell you again.’ Growing up, I knew the parameters. 


One morning, when the family was on holiday in Blackpool, I bought a set of false teeth made out of pink and white rock with pink sugar gums. I was about six or seven at the time. Much to my father’s irritation, I kept on clacking the teeth like castanets as we walked along the prom. Finally I was warned that, should I persist in the annoying clacking of the teeth, they would go in the sea. When I continued, the teeth were snatched from my hand and thrown over the promenade wall to disappear into the ocean. ‘I did warn you,’ said my father calmly, and strolled on. It was a good lesson to learn for a prospective teacher: if you warn a child you will do something, then do it.


When she became a grandma, my mother would often come around to our house for Sunday lunch. From her vantage point in the comfortable chair in the corner of the lounge, she would watch me attempting to bring up my children. One Sunday, I had occasion to chastise my son Matthew, then aged six, for his untidy bedroom. Stabbing the air with a finger, I ordered him, ‘Up those stairs now, young man, and tidy your room. Do you follow my drift?’


‘Your father used that expression,’ my mother interrupted. ‘I don’t suppose you knew what it meant when you were a boy, and I don’t suppose your Matthew knows what it means either.’


‘Thank you, Mother,’ I said, pompously. I turned back to my son. ‘Go on, up those stairs and tidy your room or you’ll go without your tea.’


Matthew at first looked suitably contrite. Then a small smile appeared on his lips, then a grin, to be followed by giggles and finally guffaws. I ballooned with anger. Then I caught sight of my mother in the mirror. She was sitting behind me, pulling the most ridiculous faces and wiggling her fingers in front of her nose.


‘Mother!’ I snapped. ‘I am trying to instil some discipline. You are not helping matters.’


‘Oh, do be quiet,’ she said. ‘You’re not talking to teachers now.’


‘Mother . . .’ I began.


‘Don’t mother me,’ she said. ‘You sound like Hitler on a soapbox. He’s a lovely little lad is Matthew. There are more important things in this world than an untidy room, you know. And, as I remember, your bedroom was a tip when you were a boy.’


My Irish grandmother certainly had a soft spot for me, the youngest of her grandchildren. When I was asked to submit a piece for the anthology Grandparents, edited by Sarah Brown in support of the charity PiggyBankKids, I wrote about this remarkable woman who had a profound influence on my life. Grandma Mullarkey took a particular interest in my reading and writing. One of my most vivid early memories of my grandma was when she read to me from a small hard-backed picture book, about the shrewd little boy who outwits the greedy tiger. I soon knew the story of Little Black Sambo by heart. This simple little story stirred my imagination. Little Black Sambo was the first black child I encountered in a book and I delighted in his sheer joy, courage and cleverness.


As an older child I would take along with me on my visits the book of the moment, and we would read quietly together. At other times she would read to me from one of the large illustrated books she kept on a shelf near her bed. One favourite was The Swiss Family Robinson with its garish coloured plates and big print. I loved the story, where all the members of the shipwrecked family worked happily together under the benign guidance of a father who was both strong and wise and who sported bulging muscles and a long chestnut beard. 


When my grandma read, I thrilled at the sound of the words, the rhythms and the rhymes, and would sit goggle-eyed at the power of her voice and her extraordinary memory. She knew passages of verse by heart and had a natural feel for measure and stress. 


It was my Grandma Mullarkey who bought me my first dictionary when I started secondary school, and the treasured portable Olivetti typewriter with the black and red ribbon. I would sit with it on my lap feeling like ‘a real writer’.


 Like many of Irish stock, my grandmother possessed that Celtic combination of levity and seriousness. Laughter and tears were never far apart. She was a keen and discerning reader, an avid letter writer and a fine storyteller. She delighted in telling amusing anecdotes, embroidering the stories with facial expressions and comic voices. There was the time, she told me, when the turkey arrived from her cousins in Ireland and had to be collected from Masborough Station on Christmas Eve. The bird, recently killed, had been stuffed in a cardboard box, fully feathered and still possessing its head and claws. Christmas dinner didn’t take place until much later that evening and by then everyone had lost their appetites. 


There was the story too of my Uncle Jimmy, her only son, who, instead of going to Mass on Sunday, would spend the time swimming in the Rotherham Canal, until the fateful day when he was caught red-handed by his father. A neighbour had seen young Jimmy and informed upon him. Grandfather Mullarkey, unseen by his son, collected the pile of clothes left on the bank and waited until the miscreant emerged from the smelly water. Jimmy didn’t seem all that concerned that his clothes had gone and set off home in his wet underpants before his father emerged from his hiding place and confronted him. Grandma found the incident very funny and chuckled at the memory. Her husband, she said, was not amused. 


I loved to listen to her tales and I had an inkling early on that some were just a little far-fetched. I remember once she told me of when a fellow parishioner went on a pilgrimage to Rome with the Union of Catholic Mothers. In St Peter’s Square, amidst the throng, the woman was excited to hear from her friend that His Holiness himself would soon be making an appearance on his balcony to give his blessing. At that very moment, the Pope appeared. The woman was said to have remarked to her companion: ‘Oh, speak of the devil.’


Grandma Mullarkey opened a door in my early childhood and changed my life for the better and, when she died, she left a great gap. When I was sixteen, I accompanied my mother to Doncaster Gate hospital where my grandmother, aged 81, was dying of stomach cancer. She told me not to look so miserable. ‘Remember,’ she said, ‘a smile will gain you ten years of life.’ She died the following day, clutching her rosary beads.


Penny for the Guy


As a youngster I looked forward to Bonfire Night with great anticipation. My friends and I would scavenge for combustible material and gradually build the pyramid of wood and old carpets, rags and cardboard boxes, on the allotment at the back of my house. We would keep a watchful eye on our construction, for other boys were known to steal what others had spent weeks collecting. The evening before the big night, we would keep vigil until we were summoned indoors by our parents. My father agreed to become a sentry when I had gone to bed.


We would make a Guy out of old clothes, stuff screwed up paper in the arms and legs, and paint a face on a piece of cardboard. He would be wheeled through the streets on a trolley made of pram wheels and two planks, and we would ask passers-by: ‘Penny for the Guy?’ With the money we collected, we would buy fireworks. Recently, I read about the two young lads with their Guy who had been moved on by the police for begging. It’s a funny old world.


In October, fireworks were for sale at the newsagents and could be freely bought by children. I would buy a thin rectangular box, on the front of which, in garish reds and blues, was the caption, ‘Light up the Sky with Standard Fireworks’. This small collection would be added to over the coming weeks, up to the Fifth of November. There would be Catherine wheels, blockbusters, squibs, jumping jacks, traffic lights, penny bangers, Roman candles, golden fountains, silver rain and rockets in brightly coloured cardboard tubes, with a cone on the top and a thin wooden stick down the side.


I remember my first Bonfire Night vividly, and it was not a happy memory. I must have been six or seven at the time, and walked from home with my father on a cold, clear night, with the air smelling of woodsmoke. We arrived at Herringthorpe Playing Fields in Rotherham to find crowds of people gathered around the great wigwam-shaped stack of wood. My father sat me high on his shoulders, and I watched the dancing flames and the red sparks spitting in the air. It was magical. Fireworks banged and rockets lit up the black sky, showering bright colours, and the fire was lit. My face burned with the heat. And then I saw him – the figure sitting on the top of the bonfire. He was forlorn and misshapen, and dressed in old clothes with a floppy hat perched on his head. I screamed and screamed.


‘There’s a man on top!’ I cried. ‘A man in the fire!’


Everyone around me laughed.


‘It’s just a Guy,’ my father told me. ‘He’s made of rags and cardboard. He’s not real.’


But I was sad and scared to see those clinging fingers of fire scorch the stuffed body, cracking the arms and swallowing up that wide-eyed pitiful face.


To this day, I still feel uneasy at the sight of a human form, albeit a dummy, placed on the top of a burning bonfire. I am not against Bonfire Night; it is an enjoyable occasion particularly for children, though I guess that the light-hearted festivities have little connection in most people’s minds to the fanatical men who plotted the downfall of the Government in 1605. It is just that I do not like to see that burning figure on the top.


You might guess then that I am not that keen on the famous Bonfire Night celebrations in Lewes in East Sussex, where figures of the infamous – or just the famous – are set alight each year. In 1994, effigies included Margaret Thatcher, John Major on a dinosaur, taken from the film Jurassic Park, and the Home Secretary, Michael Howard, in the week of the unpopular Criminal Justice Bill, as well as a Guy Fawkes. On one bonfire, an effigy of the Pope is burnt annually. 


I have an ally in a good friend of mine, who is a former scholar of St Peter’s School, York, the alma mater of the most notorious of the powder treason conspirators – Guy Fawkes himself. The school, he tells me, retains the long tradition of interest in, and even has a certain affection for, their best-known former pupil, who was once tactfully described by a head boy at a school speech day as ‘not exactly a role model’.


I guess my old history master, Theodore Firth, shared this fondness for his fellow Yorkshireman. I found my old history book the other day and have to say that Guy Fawkes doesn’t sound, from the notes I took from the blackboard, like the villain most people think he was.


Guy Fawkes was, without question, a courageous, charismatic, if misguided, man, of impressive appearance. Slender, muscular and handsome, with long red hair, a full moustache and a bushy beard, he was a distinguished soldier and a good-humoured companion. He was also well read, intelligent and interested in discussion and debate. A fanatic he may have been, but he was exceptionally brave and capable of amazing stamina and endurance. He died a horrible death, which he faced bravely, after terrible torture on the rack. 


So, next Bonfire Night I shall pop a penny or two for the Guy in the tin the little boy holds out when I pass him in the street (that is if he is not moved on by the police), I shall enjoy the spectacle of the fireworks and the sparklers, the over-cooked sausages and the sticky bonfire toffee, but I shall turn away when the figure on the top of the bonfire is consumed by the flames.


Bully for You 


No childhood, it is said, is entirely happy. All children at some time in their young lives experience disappointment, failure, loss and hurt, and some have truly miserable and sometimes tragic upbringings. Bookshop shelves, under the heading ‘Tragic Life Stories’, are stacked with the heart-rending autobiographies of unbelievably unhappy childhoods – nightmare families, loveless homes, brutal parents – all described in vivid detail; of children beaten and starved, rejected and abused, bullied and tortured. Such accounts, where the authors describe how they have overcome the huge disadvantages of miserable upbringings, have become instant best-sellers, and the reading public appears to love them. Perhaps in doing so, the readers’ own lives seem less wretched and more bearable. Perhaps they are heartened by these sad stories of children who have a shining spirit to survive, cope and forgive. For me, such memoirs are painful to read, for mine was a very happy childhood. I did not suffer from great poverty as a child, nor was I born into an affluent and privileged home. I was not smacked or told I was an unwanted child. I was not bullied by my brothers or told by my parents I was a disappointment to them. I felt loved and cherished. There was a short time in my young life, however, when I was desperately unhappy – the time I was bullied.
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