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I dedicate this book to my wonderful parents, Esther and Fred Johnson, and also to my mother- and father-in-law, Mabel and Albert Mills, who drew the short straw when I married their daughter, Christine.


Foreword

by Catherine Bailey

Author of Black Diamonds

Martyn Johnson is a fabulous storyteller. I was lucky enough to hear some of these stories – and some of those that appeared in his first book, What’s Tha Up To? – as we drove for miles and miles around South Yorkshire.

In researching my own book, Black Diamonds, Martyn was my guide. I owe him a huge debt: he took me to places that I wouldn’t otherwise have seen and introduced me to people that I would never have met. Above all, he brought the past back to life: through him, I glimpsed what it was like to grow up and work in a colliery village.

These stories, and others he told me about his life as a ‘bobby’ in the tough East End of Sheffield in the early 1960s and 1970s, are a nostalgic reminder of how things have changed and they opened my eyes. Some made me laugh; others brought me close to tears. They are extraordinary stories and I am sure you will enjoy them.


Introduction and Acknowledgements

All this started when I was relating some of my memories of being in the police force to my youngest son, Paul. ‘Dad, why don’t you write these stories down so that we can show them to your grandkids and then they will know what life in the old days was like?’ His brother and sister, Richard and Sally, both agreed and badgered me to get on with it.

I thought and thought about what he had said and, to be honest, I wasn’t feeling too great health-wise at the time and so decided to put pen to paper just in case something happened to me. It sounds a bit dramatic, I know, but that’s how it all started and the stories were turned into a book called What’s Tha Up To?.

To my utter amazement the book was well received. I didn’t think it would sell ten copies, let alone several thousand, and it went on to to reprint three times in its first year. It is still selling well. I remain absolutely staggered at the response. Within the first few weeks I was receiving mail and email from expatriates throughout the world and all the letters were saying the same thing: that the book was full of nostalgia and made people both laugh and cry, and to please get on with another book quickly. The same comments came from different people who reviewed the book both in the newspapers, magazines and on the Internet, where there are some very kind reviews.

I also received some wonderful comments from old colleagues as well as from serving police officers all over the country. By the time you read this, What’s Tha Up To? will be on sale on a national basis, not just locally.

I was asked at one point if I wanted a ‘ghost writer’, to which I replied, ‘Nay, I’m sure the readers would prefer it written by someone with a bit of life in them.’ With the help of my friend and editor Brian Elliott, the second book, What’s Tha Up To Nah? has been published and I thank, in no small part, my publishing company Pen and Sword Ltd and the lovely group of girls in the office, but mainly Emma Howe, who I have worked with the closest.

The police force, as we all know, has changed an awful lot in the last fifty years and I think that this is one of the reasons why the book has caused so much interest, not just in England but also abroad.

I would like at this time to thank the thousands of people who have bought What’s Tha Up To? and have communicated to me their support. Thanks once more to Brian Elliott, my editor, for his faith in me by allowing me to write the book myself and in my own way; it can’t have been easy for him dealing with a man with only one brain cell, but nevertheless he has stuck with me. Thank you Brian.

I would also like to thank my good friend Catherine Bailey, the author of Black Diamonds, who I worked with on her book for three years. You are an inspiration Catherine, and I am very grateful for you writing the foreword to the new book.

As a result of the first book I have, thankfully, met and been in touch with people who I thought were long gone. George ‘Jud’ Proctor, my old mentor, got in touch with me from Skegness and both our families met there after many years apart. Unfortunately George passed away at the age of eighty-nine a few months after we had met again and I was extremely proud to have been asked to do part of his eulogy at his funeral in Skegness.

I was also allowed to meet Barbara Greaves, our old Attercliffe telephonist at the hospital, two days before she passed away in her eighties. What a wonderful lady.

I would also like to thank the following for their support: Mrs Lynn Eyre (Australia); Jennifer Beaumont (Australia); Mary McConnie (Trinidad and Tobago); Mary and Terry Watson; Bud and Murial Leggitt and Vera (Canada); Joy Malin (South Africa); Jaap Stoof (Holland); Avand and Tune Friedrickson (Norway); Michael Boyles (Wales); The Red Arrows Flying Display Team and for their wonderful signed picture wishing me all the best with What’s Tha Up To Nah?; Paul Chadwick; Pat Levesley; Chris Mann; Mr Fletcher (my old bank manager); Jean and Roy Williamson; Tony and Theresa Garnett; Robert (‘Geordie’) Clarkson and Eileen; Steve Edwards (Police Federation); Peter and Anne Cooke; Tom and Eileen Locker; former Sheffield teacher Dave Pyle (for his literary praise); Ian Hempsell; Ralph and Norma; Peter Spencer; Paul Licence and Debbie (Sheffield Star Newspapers); Lesley Webster; Maria de Souza and Sue Walker (Off the Shelf Festival of Writing and Reading, Sheffield); Fiona and Mike Swann; Sheila ‘Crofty’ McMillan and husband, John; Irene Proctor and all the members of George and Irene’s family, especially Vera (‘Sandy’) Sanderson-Key for putting us back in touch with the Proctor family; South Yorkshire Police Helicopter Team; Bronnie and John Beever; Elizabeth and Geoff Lister; Julie Marsden; Jilly and Derek Gennard. I would also like to thank poet Ian McMillan, the Barnsley Bard.

Thanks also to: Michael Bond, Rachel and Paul Johnson, Amanda and Richard Johnson, Sally Johnson and Michael ‘Woody’ Woodhall, Mavis and Gordon Palmer, Christine and Mick Naylor and Florence Newton. Oh, and of course my dear wife Christine, for all her support and secretarial skills.

Lack of space precludes me from listing everyone, but you know who you are and you are certainly not forgotten: my thanks go to you all.


CHAPTER ONE

The Law of the Jungle

Crash – the sound of breaking glass was unmistakable.

It was my twentieth birthday and I was working a foot beat in the coldest winter since records began, 1962–3. I had been a beat bobby in the tough area of Attercliffe in Sheffield for nearly a year and, because of the bitter cold and heavy snow, I wished I’d joined the French Foreign Legion in the desert instead; at least they were warm. I was very much a ‘rookie’ bobby and still wet behind the ears.

I’d started my night shift at 11pm and worked my way up the main Attercliffe Road, checking the front and rear of shop premises looking for any signs of burglary. All had been quiet until I heard the crash of breaking glass coming from somewhere nearby, but where? The last property I was going to check before heading back to the nick for my snap was a garage that sold cars, about fifty yards or so in front of me, near the railway bridge.

Within two minutes of hearing the sound of breaking glass I was there at the garage. The light from the gas lamp twenty yards away was insufficient to assess the situation and so, reluctantly, I switched my torch on. Sure enough, there were jemmy or crowbar marks near the door lock where someone had tried to force it open. The bottom of the glass door had been kicked in and broken glass could be seen strewn across the office floor within the premises.

Racing to the rear of the premises revealed a large window which, although fairly high up, was open. A good burglar, having broken in, makes an alternative exit should he find himself trapped. If he was still in the premises – as I hoped that he would be – I was going to have difficulty containing him and would have to somehow stop him escaping.

There were very few burglar alarms in those days but, even though these premises had one, it wasn’t going off which amazed me because I knew that inside was a fairly large safe – and I was betting that Burglar Bill knew that as well.

There were no police radios or mobile phones fifty years ago, and the nearest phone kiosk was half a mile away. At 2am there were no passing cars to stop and ask to send for assistance. Do I wait at the rear of the garage in case he climbed out of the window, or do I stand at the front? He had three options: climb out of the rear window, exit through the front door or stay put. I’d had to use my torch to check the door and windows, so whoever was inside must know I was there. I also knew that he’d got a jemmy or crowbar in his possession. I was on my own but knew that I would have to face him, something I didn’t fancy, but it had to be done.

From hearing the glass break to now would have been three to four minutes so, for my money, he was still inside and I was getting paid £10 4s a week to catch burglars.

Helmet on the floor, I took off my cape and spread it over the bottom half of the door frame and at the same time tried to cover as much of the broken glass inside as the length of the cape would allow. He must still be inside, but I couldn’t spot him with the aid of the metal police-issue lamp.

Although part of the job, it was still unnerving and my heart was nearly jumping out of my chest. I didn’t want to be kicked in the face as I clambered part way through the door, so I had to be quick and hope that I would avoid some of the jagged pieces of glass in the door frame at the same time.

I was almost through the door when the expression ‘a pain in the arse’ came to mind, as I felt a large sliver of glass stab the right cheek of my bum. The adrenalin kicked in as I jumped up and found a light switch. The light was dazzling as I checked first one office and then the other, but both were empty. ‘Bloody hell I’ve missed him!’ I said to myself.

A sudden scraping noise behind me made me spin round. I’d not seen the door saying ‘toilet’ on it. I grabbed the handle, kicked the door hard and made for the light switch as the door shot open. Bingo, there he was, head and shoulders halfway through the window frame at the back of the building. There was no escape for him, but I also saw the crowbar in his left hand.

As I went to grab his legs to pull him backwards, he swung his foot which hit me in the chest, and a second kick caught me on the side of my face and knocked me back. Another go at grabbing his legs produced the same result and I was kicked in the face again. He wasn’t going to come with me without a struggle. Another approach was needed so I reached up and grabbed his jersey collar with my left hand, and with my right hand I made contact with two small round objects which, for some unknown reason, as I gently squeezed them made him very vocal in a squeaky sort of way. Luckily for me he dropped the crowbar at the same time.

With a struggle I managed to drag him to the front office and held him face down on the desk with his arm behind his back. He was desperate to get away and I assumed that he’d got ‘form’ (previous convictions) and didn’t want to lose his freedom. What a nightmare: I couldn’t get him out of the front door, which was locked, and I couldn’t let go of him to get my handcuffs out or use the garage phone either and I was using up all my energy just restraining him. After a few minutes of tussling I was worn out, but luckily for me at that point several things happened together. The alarm bell on the outside of the building started to ring and I also saw the reflection of a flashing blue light. Two policemen in flat hats (Road Traffic officers) arrived at the front of the building, quickly followed by two more. Seeing my predicament, the two officers crawled carefully through the hole in the door and cuffed the man with the sore knackers, and at this time the divisional car, a Hillman Husky Shooting Brake, arrived with Inspector Fred Jacques and his driver. They sent for the keyholder to the premises, who later unlocked the door so that the prisoner could be taken to Attercliffe nick to be interviewed by the CID lads.

When they took him away, even though my face was hurting, I had to smile because he was wearing a black-and-white striped jumper just like a cartoon burglar. He was also wearing his socks on his hands to avoid leaving fingerprints. This was a sure sign that he’d been in trouble before, which he had, and he ended up with another six months in the ‘slammer’ (prison).

I couldn’t understand why all the lads and the gaffer had arrived together, but I was certainly glad they had.

Apparently, and unbeknownst to me as a rookie, when some alarms were activated a signal was sent to the police station and the alarm bell on the premises remained silent on a set delay time of ten minutes. This allowed as many police cars to surround the building as possible before the alarm became audible, thus giving them more chance to catch the culprit. If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have ended up with a chunk of glass in my backside!

Around twelve years after this incident I was working 3pm to 11pm at Darnall sub-station. It had been a fairly quiet shift; starting with taking the kids from Whitby Road School across the road on their way home.

I loved the kids and Sheffield people in general. Being a beat bobby was, to me, the most satisfying job in the world. The banter and chat with kids and people was brilliant. Many times I have heard people say that you’ll have no friends as a policeman. How wrong they were. If you were right with them, they were right with you. When I first joined I didn’t know a soul in Sheffield and neither did I know where to get a cuppa on the beat. Things were very different now: a bacon sarnie here, a cuppa there and a pint at the back door of a pub if I wanted one.

The more people I knew the more I got to know. I think they call it networking now and the younger end think they’ve found something new with Facebook and Twitter. Never mind Facebook and Twitter, go out today and talk to someone you don’t know face to face, nine times out of ten it will give you pleasure and the same for them as well. Just try – you never know you may enjoy it.

Darnall Terminus was fairly quiet for a Saturday night and I was looking forward to having a couple of pints after work with Harold and Maureen, the stewards at the Conservative Club.

It was about 10.50pm and only ten minutes to go until the end of the shift. As I approached the police sub-station on Senior Road, I heard a commotion behind me on Greenland Road. A small group of men were coming towards me. I could see that they were agitated and one of them shouted, ‘Ring for an ambulance.’ I opened the door of the sub-station and switched on the light and the men followed me in.

As I looked I could see a man aged about seventy and his face was covered in blood – what a mess. Whilst using the internal phone to call an ambulance, I looked at him again and got a shock. He was Ted, a retired steelworker who I used to chat with. He always reminded me of my own dad to look at, but somehow he appeared different now and then I realised why. Most of his nose was missing and there was blood everywhere, poor chap.

The ambulance must have been close by as it arrived no longer than two minutes after my call and Ted was taken to the hospital. One of the men who brought Ted to the station told me that he had been walking behind him across the Terminus. Coming towards them both was a big chap of about thirty-five and poor old Ted accidentally bumped into him, apologising at the same time for doing so. Ted then kept on walking but the big bloke went after him, spun him round and started thumping him in the face and chest. The witness then saw him put his face to Ted’s and bite his nose clean off.

Just then the phone rang; it was the night duty sergeant at Attercliffe. ‘Johnson, are you dealing with a bad assault at Darnall?’ he said.

‘Yes, Sergeant,’ I replied.

‘A chap’s rung in from a payphone at Darnall. He says if you’re on duty he wants to talk to you. I’ll put him through.’

‘Martyn, a nutter’s just come into the Wellington pub and he’s covered in blood.’ It was Norman who worked at a local scrapyard; we sometimes had a beer together. Although he was a bit of a lad, he also had his own ideas of right and wrong and he was okay. He wouldn’t have phoned me to grass a thief up.

‘Who is he?’ I asked.

‘Cowardly Savage’ (I’d love to put his real name).

‘I’m on my way. I’ll be there in three minutes, thanks,’ I replied.

The name he’d given me was that of the bloke I had caught breaking into the garage years ago. Although I’d had no dealings with him since then, he’d been in and out of prison many times, mainly for violence. If he was the bloke that smashed up poor old Ted and then had bitten off his nose, I couldn’t wait to have a not-too-friendly chat with him. I was there in a flash.

As I walked through the front door of the pub someone shouted, ‘Look out!’ I heard a whoosh and a thud near my face as something shot passed me. I looked to my left and there, embedded in the door frame, was a small meat cleaver, right at the side of my face. For what seemed like an eternity I just froze on the spot and then I saw Mr Cowardly Savage standing at the bar with a broken bottle in his hand. He was covered in blood and just stood there glaring at me.

I was shaking, not with fear – that happens later when you’ve had time to think and reflect. I was shaking with anger that he’d nearly done for me as well as poor old Ted and for that he was going to pay. As I set off for him someone shouted, ‘The bleeding bastard’s just bit old Ted’s nose off.’ At the same time he smashed a bar stool over Mr Cowardly Savage’s head and he went down like a sack of spuds. If he’d hit him with the seat end of the stool and not the legs he may have been a goner – how sad.

By the time I’d arrived at the pub it was about 11.10pm, the end of supping up time, so there were only half a dozen lads still there and they were ready for leaving. When they heard what had happened to old Ted, who they knew, all hell was let loose and they were on top of laddo like a flash. Unfortunately, at that moment a speck of dust flew into my eye and it took a couple of minutes before I could see properly again.

A couple of minutes ago I’d wanted to rip him apart, but now I had to stop the lads from doing the same, what a shame. The landlord, who was new to the pub, must have rung the station asking for assistance and three of the nightshift lads arrived, as did the Black Maria (prison van) from West Bar police station. I winked at the lads in the pub and nodded my head towards the door. Norman ‘the stool juggler’ and the other lads knew what I meant and legged it; no one had seen a thing and there were no witnesses as to what had happened with the stool.

He was handcuffed and locked up after admitting the assaults. Knowing that he would be banged up for a few years, he also asked for a few burglaries to be TIC’d (taken into consideration). This was a way of admitting to other crimes and wiping his slate clean, without additional punishment. A guilty plea followed and he went to prison for four or five years.

Poor old Ted’s life was ruined. Having worked hard all his life and after seeing active service in the Second World War, to be attacked in such a brutal and cowardly way by someone who, in my opinion, wasn’t worth snap or baccy, was unforgivable. I am not a hard man but on occasions like this, concerning a savage attack on a poor defenceless old man, I would like to see the stocks back again. There are far too many ‘do-gooders and jobsworths’ who haven’t seen incidents like this at first hand and I’m sure they’d change their tune if it happened to them or their relative. From what I can gather these days there are more organisations dealing with prisoners’ rights than with the victims’ rights. What a barmy world we live in. In my day, muggings and assaults of old people were almost unheard of, and rare incidents like the one described were dealt with swiftly and in a manner befitting the crime, by people who themselves had been in trouble in the past. Even to them, attacks like that were totally taboo.

Now and again I took Ted for a pint, but he was reluctant because of his permanent disfigurement. He was well liked and respected and I was later told that some of the likely lads, who themselves had done time in prison, made sure that while laddo was in prison he got his comeuppance. Don’t ask me how; I wasn’t told. I didn’t need to know, but I’m sure that he’d have been given a beating now and then with the following words ringing in his ears: ‘That’s for poor old Ted.’


CHAPTER TWO

The Hair of the Dog

Ask anyone who knew ‘The Cliffe’ in the early 1960s whether it was ever quiet on a Saturday night and I know what the answer would be: ‘Da must be jokin,’ or ‘No bleedin’ chance.’

All the lights in the pubs were on and it was 11pm and closing time. I was standing at the side of the police box on Attercliffe Road at its junction with Staniforth Road and, apart from the occasional sound of a car going slowly past, there was very little noise. A few people were leaving the notorious Dog and Partridge pub across the road from where I stood, but even they were quiet; no laughter, shouting, screaming or swearing as they scuttled off home as fast as they could. I heard the front doors of the Dog and the Carlton pubs close and the noise of the bolts being slid across, locks turning and then all was quiet: it was amazing.

It was January 1963 and even though Attercliffe usually got less snow than other parts of the city it was getting its fair share now. Through the blizzard I could make out another bobby crossing the road towards me and I knew it was Jeff Loukes, who was working the beat on the other side of Attercliffe Road. Jeff was an old-timer and a nicer guy you couldn’t wish to meet. He was a wise old owl and, like most of the other lads, he didn’t miss a trick. At that time I hardly knew anyone in Sheffield and every now and then Jeff and his lovely wife, May, would take me out with them for a pint or two. The snow was really coming down and Jeff said that it was the worst he’d seen down The Cliffe since 1947–8. After a crafty fag in the police box, or Tardis as some people now call it, we rejoined our respective beats.

The front and back doors of all the shops had to be checked on every beat, to make sure they were secure or hadn’t been broken into. Depending on the size of the beat, they had to be checked once before and once after mealtime. This kept us on our toes all night, especially when some of the crafty old sergeants would fasten a strand of wool across a passageway. If they found that the wool had not been broken, you’d not checked the rear of the property concerned and then you could get fined £ 1 for neglect of duty.

Because the snow was now so deep, walking was hard work and, even though it was freezing, I was sweating. I was down near Washford Bridge, where it crossed the River Don, and found it strange that only 200 years ago the River Don at this point would have been teeming with salmon (hence the local place-name Salmon Pastures) trying to run up the Mill Race.

It was about 1.30am now and the snow was thick and falling faster than ever. The conditions were that bad that there was nothing in the way of traffic on this, the main road between Sheffield and Rotherham; and I knew that I would have to walk back to my digs when I finished work at 7am as the buses would not be running.

I was making my way back to Whitworth Lane police station about a mile away when, through the blizzard, I could make out someone walking towards me dressed in a long coat and a flat hat like the ones bus drivers would wear. It obviously wasn’t Jeff or he’d have a helmet and a cape on, just like me. We were both covered in snow and I was just going to ask what he was up to when suddenly he spoke: ‘Good morning, PC Johnson, how are you enjoying this weather?’

I couldn’t believe my ears or eyes. To see a sergeant out in this weather was okay, to see an inspector very doubtful, but to see Superintendent Rowe, the head of the whole division, was something else. I tried to salute him but my cape was heavy with snow and all I succeeded in doing was to cover him with more snow, but luckily for me he just laughed.

Because we had pre-designated routes to follow he knew where I was supposed to be and so he came and found me.

‘I’m just checking that all my men are safe and okay. If they have to work in this terrible snow then so should I. Come on, we’ll walk back to the station together. I know that you’ve checked all your properties because I followed your footsteps in the snow.’

By the end of the night shift the super had spent about an hour with each of us working the beat in the thick snow. I remembered the words that PC Roy Sharman had used on my very first shift: ‘Just remember – if you earn respect, you’ll get it back.’ The super had done just that with us mere mortals that night and none of us ever forgot it.

The night shift was always my favourite shift down The Cliffe, as there was far less traffic and fewer people knocking about. Attercliffe was like a city within a city and when I arrived there in 1962, aged just nineteen, I wondered what had hit me.

I’d left the small rural pit village of Darfield behind me and started work in the busiest part of one of the biggest cities in England. Sheffield was also the most important place in the world for the manufacture of steel and cutlery; and to facilitate this, tens of thousands of people worked in and around Attercliffe, often on a three-shift system. For this reason The Cliffe was never quiet and in those days, if someone had placed a blindfold across my eyes I would always know when I was down The Cliffe because of the distinctive noises and smells given off during the steel manufacturing processes. Both were awesome and, after a while, you got used to the noise and the fact that your mouth was often clogged up with dust whilst walking the beat.

The upside to all this, however, was the fact that the east end of Sheffield was a fantastic and vibrant place to work. It was full of characters, some bad, but in the main good, honest friendly and hard-working people, just as I like them. I made long-lasting friendships with people of many different nationalities and I learned something new from each and every one of them over the years.

The winter weather conditions of 1962–3 seemed to last for ever, and there was even packed ice on the pavements at the Manor Top well into May. Eventually the weather improved and, when it got warmer, it was as if the city had come back to life; people were smiling again and looked more relaxed.

Saturday nights, on both afters (3pm to 11pm) and nights (11pm to 7am), were always busy in Attercliffe and Darnall. About half of the workforce were on a night off and intended to give the ball a good kick, and enjoy themselves.

On this particular occasion I was on foot patrol at Darnall and working from 3pm to 11pm – supposedly. When all the pubs turned out there was often some sort of bother and it was rare to finish on time.

At about 4.30pm I was standing on Darnall Terminus watching the comings and goings. People were shopping for the weekend and various bakers, greengrocers and butchers were all very busy. I glanced down the road towards Child’s, the chemist, and noticed a lad of about twenty anxiously pacing up and down outside the shop. He was wearing a dark suit with drainpipe trousers, complete with suede shoes with thick crepe soles. His Brylcreemed quiff shone in the sunlight. He was obviously a rocker or teddy boy, but what was he doing?

After a few more minutes of pacing, he dashed into the chemist’s and then two minutes later he came out again and continued his pacing. I was intrigued and moved nearer to the chemist’s shop to observe him more closely. After about ten minutes and more pacing he dashed back into the shop and then a couple of minutes later he was out again and pacing up and down. I moved closer to the shop but kept out of sight. Every time he came out of the shop he had his hand in his inside jacket pocket and whatever his game was, he was mine.

Shoplifting? But what would he steal from a chemist’s shop? No, he was about to rob the shop; it was nearing closing time and the till would be full. It must either be a knife or a gun inside his jacket, so I’d have to be mindful of that.

At this point he dashed into the shop again and I ran across the road and into the passageway at the side of the shop. A couple of minutes later, he came out with his hand in his pocket again and I pulled him into the passageway before he could do anything. Grabbing the arm that was in his jacket, I pulled it out and got the shock of my life: no gun, no knife but a brand-new, still in its box, toothbrush! What the hell? I checked his inside pocket and recovered three more toothbrushes and three combs in plastic cases.

‘Why would you steal three combs and four toothbrushes?’ I asked.

‘I haven’t stolen them. I’ve bought them, even though I didn’t want them.’

‘You must be joking. Why?’ I asked again.

‘I’m going out with the lads tonight to the Lacarno Ballroom,’ he replied.

‘What’s that got to do with combs and toothbrushes?’

‘I was hoping to pull a bird and have a bit of – you know. A bit of mankin [sex].’

‘Just what the hell are you talking about?’

‘I went to the chemist’s to buy some johnnies [condoms] but the girls in the shop know mi mum.’

‘What’s that got to do with combs and toothbrushes?’ I asked yet again, exasperatedly.

OEBPS/images/9781405516334.jpg
What's Tha Up To Nah?

MARTYN JOHNSON





