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Si


For my mam, Stella, and my dad, Graham.


I hope I’m making you proud.


Dave


For my wife, Liliana, who I love dearly and who understands me – for which I am eternally grateful.


The Hairy Bikers


For the late John Stroud. Without him, none of this would have happened.
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Dave’s


Cheese-and-Potato Pie, Killer Fishcakes and Toffee Apples


‘Mam can’t cook, she’s not well. I’ve made your tea.’


My dad looked worried when I took a home-made cheese-and-potato pie out of the gas stove and hauled it onto the kitchen table.


‘What’s wrong with your mam, David?’ he asked, eyeing the steaming pie.


‘Not sure,’ I shrugged. ‘She went to bed because she didn’t feel well. I was playing with me wagon train game, on the floor. Then I heard a thump.’


‘A thump?’


‘Aye, a thump. I went upstairs and Mam was on the bedroom floor. She’d fallen out of bed, so I helped her get back in, and then I made your tea, ’cos I knew you’d be hungry when you got in from work.’


Dad looked very concerned now. I was only seven years old and I thought he was bothered about my cooking. ‘It’s alright,’ I assured him. ‘I used the Radiation cookbook. I think I’ve done the pastry right. I rubbed the butter into the flour and all that . . .’


Dad wasn’t listening. He had turned on his heel and was bolting up the stairs two at a time, so I shrugged my shoulders and went back to playing with my wagon train game on the floor.


When my dad eventually came back down he was crying, and it is no exaggeration to say that from that day on, my life was never the same again.


My father was the foreman of the local paper mill in Barrow-in-Furness and my mother had been a crane driver at the shipyard until she gave up work to have me, on 8 September 1957.


For the first seven years of my life my mam and dad had an absolute ball bringing me up. They didn’t have much money but they spoilt me with time, and in all my early memories we are having fun and just being a very happy, close-knit family of three.


We lived in a tiny two-up-two-down terraced house on Devon Street in Barrow. My mam, Margaret, stayed at home and looked after me while my dad, Jim, worked shifts from either 6 a.m. to 2 p.m., 2 p.m. to 10 p.m. or 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. He’d started working at the paper mill at the age of twelve, and by the time I was seven he’d clocked up five decades of service.


Both my parents were widowed when they fell in love and married in the Fifties, and they didn’t plan or expect to have a child together. My mother was forty-one when her belly started to swell. She feared she had an ovarian cyst and was absolutely over the moon when she discovered her ‘cyst’ was actually me, starting my journey into the world.


‘When I came out the doctor’s I danced down the street as though I were walking on air,’ Mam told everybody who would listen. ‘Honestly, I couldn’t feel the pavement beneath my feet. Me! Pregnant! At my age! Can you credit it?’ She found a four-leaf clover that day, and for years afterwards she carried it in her purse, along with a black-and-white picture of me.


My dad was fifty-five years old when I was born, but their age definitely proved a benefit rather than a barrier to bringing me up, at least at the start of my childhood. Nothing was too much trouble, and they were the best and most patient parents ever.


Both Mam and Dad had suffered their fair share of heartache in their previous marriages, which I think made them appreciate their second chance at happiness all the more. Dad had been very young when he married his first wife, Ida. They had a son together, Kenneth, who was more than thirty years older than me, but Ida developed heart disease early on in the marriage and my poor dad ended up nursing her for many years.


‘Son, never steam open a letter that isn’t addressed to you,’ he said to me once. ‘That’s how I found out about Ida’s heart. I steamed open a letter from the hospital, and it said she had three years to live. I nursed her for twenty-five years after that, thinking each year was her last.’


My mam grew up on Walney Island, just off the coast of Barrow, with three sisters who were all very close. She became a crane driver during the war, before working as a waitress in the Lake District and returning to the shipyard after the war ended.


‘They used to say women had a more delicate touch,’ she would laugh, as she regaled me with tales of climbing up the huge ladders to the cranes and manoeuvring them about the busy shipyard. She was very vivacious, my mam, and when I think of her talking to me when I was a young boy I always picture her smiling, full of life and energy.


Mam’s first husband died of tuberculosis, and she met my dad on a coach trip to Belgium. They had a wonderful romance; I’ve got one of Dad’s love letters to my mam from that time, which was truly written from the heart. After they married, Mam gave up the prefab she lived in and moved into the Devon Street house my dad owned.


They were both comparatively well-off in those days, and it was after another coach tour, this time to Lucerne in Switzerland, that Mam found out she was expecting me. There’s a lovely photo of my parents, posing with a comically large glass of beer and looking very content. I like to think I was conceived as a result of the invigorating Swiss air rather than the beer, mind you!


Mam’s friends and sisters had had their babies much earlier than her, and so when I was born I was a bit of a novelty and they doted on me. All the women set about knitting me baby clothes, and I had two jumpers with cranes from the shipyard on the front, called ‘Little Alf’ and ‘Big Alf’: the locals had names for all the cranes. I also had another jumper that was yellow and white and cuddly, which apparently I called my ‘scrambled egg’ jumper; even then I was interested in grub!


I can’t really remember the jumper to be honest, but I do have a very clear, early memory of when I was just two years old, playing on the floor of the back kitchen with a clockwork monkey toy, while Mam cooked the tea. She was a fabulous cook and was often baking and preparing food while I played at her feet. I can still picture her now. Mam had two cookery ‘bibles’ that were often propped up on the Formica kitchen top while she worked – the famous Be-Ro flour cookbook and the Radiation cookery book, which was embossed with the proud words: ‘For use with the “New World” regulo-controlled gas cookers’.


The smell of fresh cakes and pies always filled the room when I was a small boy; it was magic. Sometimes Mam would leave bread to rise in front of the fire, which made the whole house smell delicious, and in the summer she’d make fabulous bramble jelly from blackberries me and Dad picked from the hedgerows. Sunday roast was my favourite. She’d make a roast chicken dinner with sage-and-onion stuffing, mash and cauliflower cheese, and I always felt happy and loved when the three of us sat around the table together and tucked in.


Whenever she was in the kitchen, Mam always had her beige ceramic mixing bowl in her hands because she used it for everything, whether she was baking bread or scones, cooking a hot pot or pickling onions. The same bowl got washed and re-used time and time again. It was the same with the pressure cooker, which was her other kitchen staple. One time the seal blew and the whole kitchen was decorated with mushy peas. Mam was covered too; I remember thinking she looked like the Jolly Green Giant. However, there was no question of chucking the pressure cooker out. No, the seal was replaced and the heavy old pan went on to cook hundreds and hundreds more broths, soups and spuds.


Anyhow, on this particular day, when I was two years old and playing with my toy monkey, Mam was using the beige ceramic bowl to make fishcakes. They were one of her specialties and she always used fresh hake from Hartley’s fishmonger, which she poached in milk with a dried bay leaf. Once the fish was cooked she’d mix it with potato and parsley, shape it and then dip it in beaten egg before coating the patties in those luminous orange breadcrumbs that you could probably see from Mars. Next she’d make a delicious cheese sauce with the milk she had used to poach the fish in.


While she was doing all this, I was playing happily on the tiled floor, chewing on my clockwork monkey and wondering when my tea was going to be ready.


‘Mam!’ I suddenly spluttered. ‘Urghhh!’ I started coughing and making a huge fuss, because I’d swallowed the key used to wind up the monkey.


‘Mam! Urghhh, urghhh, urghhh!’


‘What is it, David? What’s the matter?’


‘De kreey,’ I managed to croak, pointing at my throat. ‘De kreeey!’


‘Crayon? Oh, you daft ’apeth! You’ve swallowed a crayon. Oh, never mind, it’s only a crayon, it’ll melt.’


It wasn’t until a little while later, when Mam was clearing away my clockwork monkey and the fishcakes were frying in the pan, that she twigged what had happened.


‘David! Where’s the key?’ she asked in alarm. ‘Did you swallow the monkey’s key? Oh no, you didn’t, did you? Not the key!’


We didn’t have a car and I can remember Mam running down the road to our neighbour, old Mr Gibson, who owned the local chemist, and shouting: ‘He’s swallowed a key! He’s swallowed a key!’


Despite having a nasty lump in my throat, it was an exciting adventure to be driven to the local hospital in Mr Gibson’s car, and I can still remember the wonderful smell of old leather and vinyl filling the air. Mam, of course, wasn’t quite so enraptured by the turn of events, and she was flapping and fretting like mad. An X-ray eventually showed I’d need a general anaesthetic to have the key removed, because it was lodged horizontally across my oesophagus and looked like something out of a Tom and Jerry cartoon on the black-and-white image. The next thing I remember is sleeping in a cot with bars and eating ice cream; it was absolutely delicious.


Incidentally, I cooked Mam’s recipe on TV many years later, during our series Mums Know Best. I called it ‘Killer Fishcakes’, explaining that my mam’s fishcakes were always massive, but really it was a bit of a joke between me and Si, because he knew all about how I nearly killed myself as a small boy while Mam was engrossed in her fishcakes.


Anyhow, my mam’s home cooking was a fabulous part of my early childhood, and I have lots of happy memories linked to food. For my fifth birthday Mam presented me with a wonderful iced sponge cake in the shape of a number five, invited all my mates round for a party and gave them each party bags filled with shortbread and home-made sweets. Mam was great like that, always making an effort to keep up with the younger mums and making sure I didn’t miss out on anything.


I also remember her treating me to bags of Salt ’n’ Shake crisps whenever she could afford them, because I couldn’t get enough of them.


‘Mam, what have we got a belly button for?’ I asked her one night, lifting my jumper and peering down at my tummy as I sat at the kitchen table.


Quick as a flash she responded: ‘Belly button? Oh, that’s for when you eat crisps in bed. It’s where you put the salt that comes in the little blue bag.’


She had a twinkle in her eye, as usual, but I was too little to see she was only teasing. I took her at her word and, three weeks later, guess what? I had a terrible rash all around my belly button.


Dad was very proactive and good-humoured too. On his way home from work he’d go mushrooming, and would turn up with big field mushrooms that Mam would fry with bacon. They tasted fabulous, but the best bit of all was making a sandwich and soaking it in the wonderful black gravy that came from the mushrooms. Dad would often be covered in cuts because he’d clambered over a barbed-wire fence to get to the best mushrooms. Looking back, he must have been in his sixties when he did that, which shows the sort of spirit he was blessed with. I can also remember him wrapping himself in cabbage leaves to stay warm in the winter when he rode his BSA Bantam motorcycle to work. He’d come home stinking, but at the time it didn’t seem particularly out of the ordinary; it was just something my dad did, and he didn’t give a monkey’s what other people might think. It certainly never bothered me either, because I was always much more interested in the bike itself than what my dad wore when he rode it.


He got a Norton Dominator after that, which was his dream bike, but unfortunately he only lived the dream for a few weeks. Dad was starting it up one day when it kicked back, catapulting him over the backyard wall. He ruptured his Achilles tendon in the process and so he was forced to downgrade to a Puch electric scooter – he could no longer kick up a motorcycle to start it – and this was the only bike he could operate with his damaged tendon. Not having a bike at all was unthinkable; nothing would keep Dad off two wheels.


From as far back as I can remember, Dad would sit me on the saddle of his motorbikes so I could pretend to ride them. I loved the smell of oil and machinery and rubber; just one whiff would set my pulse racing. Right from being a very small boy I was bike-mad and wanted to ride like my dad one day.


‘We’ll get you a bike of your own when you’re old enough,’ Dad would say, and I had dreams about saving up enough money to go out and buy one myself, just in case Dad couldn’t afford it. That was my ultimate goal in life: to get a job and a motorbike.


In the meantime, once I was big enough, Dad would put me on the back of the Puch electric scooter and take me on rides all around the local area. We were incredibly lucky with what was on the doorstep. Within twenty minutes’ ride there were the sandhills up at Roanhead, plus Walney Island on the Irish Sea side of the peninsula, Roa Island at the tip and Morecambe Bay on the other side. For a really big adventure we’d go further afield, up to the Lakes, which took about an hour.


‘Hold on tight!’ Dad would say, and I’d squeal with delight as we hit the road, free as birds. We did wear helmets, but safety was much less of a concern then than it is today. The ones we had were cork-lined pudding basin jobs and we kept the same ones for years, whatever knocks they’d taken.


In the summer, Dad checked the tides daily and took me out at high tide, so that he could teach me to swim. He always put on swimming trunks himself and waded into the freezing water with me, encouraging me to be brave, lift my legs off the bottom and put my face underwater to look for little fish and cockles. Mam hand-made my swimming trunks, and there’s a photograph of me as a young lad in a silvery grey pair that look like they’ve been made out of an old ironing board cover.


After our swim Dad would buy a bag of cherries or shrimps and we’d sit on the sandhills together tucking in. We did plenty of walking too, and in time we got to know a whole lexicon of walks all around the hills and down the coast road.


Once, when we were heading home on the scooter with our skin tingling from the seawater, a policeman flagged us down.


‘Excuse me, sir, but did you know it is an offence to carry a passenger whose feet do not extend to the footrest?’ the officious bobby barked.


‘I’m afraid I didn’t, sir,’ my father said convincingly.


‘Well, it most certainly is. You are breaking the law, and I must forbid you from carrying this passenger on your scooter until he has grown to a suitable height.’


My apologetic dad was fined two pounds for his misdemeanour and I was devastated at the prospect of waiting until my legs grew longer; I was only about six years old and they must have been at least a foot too short.


‘There’s nowt to worry about, son,’ Dad whispered conspiratorially as soon as the policeman went on his way. ‘I’ll sort this out, quick as a wink.’


True to his word, Dad went straight to the paper mill and asked one of his workmates to make brackets to attach to the footrests of the scooter. My feet reached them easily, and so our adventures continued unabated.


Kenneth, my much older half-brother, sometimes came to Morecambe Bay with us, which was always very exciting as he had a car and liked to have a pint of beer. My dad was teetotal and I never saw him touch a drop, ever, but he’d accompany Kenneth into a pub on the way and enjoy a few cigarettes with his dandelion-and-burdock or ginger beer. Dad smoked forty fags a day all his life, which wasn’t out of the ordinary then but shocks me now, not least because I wonder how on earth he afforded them. I’d be given a bottle of lemonade with a straw and a packet of crisps to have in the car, which was an amazing treat. I tasted cheese-and-onion crisps for the very first time in my life while sitting in Kenneth’s car outside a pub, and I’ll never forget the sensation on my tongue. I savoured every last crumb that fizzed and tingled in my mouth; it was amazing.


Once we reached the bay Kenneth, being nearly forty when I was around six or seven, patiently taught me the art of longline fishing


‘Right, David,’ he explained, ‘when the tide is out we have to walk out to sea for a mile and put three stakes in the sand with a long string between them. That’s what we’ll put our hooks on.’


‘How many hooks?’


‘About a hundred. Then we’ll run back to the beach and wait.’


‘So how do we get our fish?’


‘We watch and wait patiently, and when the tide sweeps in over our longline we need to be ready to run back out between the waves and collect our catch, before the seagulls get to the fish first!’


It’s actually a dangerous practice as you can be cut off by the tide, but as a child I simply thought it was dead exciting, and by the time I was about twelve I used to go longline fishing on my own.


Anyway, that first time I watched eagerly as Kenneth taught me the tricks of the trade, and I was very excited as we waited expectantly for two long hours for the tide to come in. We caught about twenty plaice, and when we got home Dad put them in cold water in our bath, which was shoehorned into a tiny space over the stairs. Incidentally, we had no inside loo and the only toilet we had was in the backyard. We had no heating either, other than a fire in the front room that was only lit once a year, at Christmas-time. It probably sounds a bit Dickensian today, but it really didn’t seem that way at the time. I didn’t know any different and, as I say, my parents were generous with their time and love, which were all the riches I wanted as a small boy.


Mam and Dad pushed the boat out as much as they could at Christmas. We celebrated with the biggest turkey and best piece of ham they could afford, and we had all the trimmings, crackers and a tree in the front room, decked with strings of shiny beads. One year Uncle Norman, who was married to one of Mam’s sisters, Auntie Edie, turned up with two pieces of fresh salmon wrapped in greaseproof paper parcels. Mam poached the fish in milk and it tasted delicious; before that I always thought salmon came in tins.


Mam and Dad always made a big effort on Bonfire Night too. I’d have loads of fireworks, indoor as well as outdoor, and Dad would make toffee apples with a big, thick puddle of home-made toffee on top. Sweets were the only thing he really made in the kitchen, and his handwritten recipes for treacle toffee and butterscotch, neatly copied out in fountain pen on yellowed rectangles of paper and stapled together, are now prized possessions of mine.


There was often music ringing though our house. Mam and Dad would play Cliff Richard and the Shadows, Adam Faith and Elvis tracks on the old turntable, usually from compilation LPs like Music for Pleasure, which Mam bought from Woolworths. The transistor radio also provided a soundtrack to my childhood. Both my parents liked to listen to classical concerts and I can remember Mam swooning with delight when anything by Mantovani was being broadcast. She would talk to me about composers and music, and as a result I soaked up quite a precocious knowledge.


‘Who plays this song?’ one of the teachers at my school, Abbotsmead Infants, asked the class one day.


‘Greensleeves’ was chiming from the record player at the front of the hall, and so I shot my hand up without hesitation. I was naturally extrovert and, up until the age of seven or eight, I didn’t hold back.


‘It’s Mantovani, miss!’ I shouted out enthusiastically, which took my teacher by surprise.


‘That’s very true, David,’ she blustered. ‘But, er, the answer I was looking for was actually “the ice-cream man”. He plays “Greensleeves” too, doesn’t he? And what do we not do when we hear “Greensleeves”?’


I wanted to say: ‘Turn off Mam’s radio, because she’ll be swooning in raptures and she won’t be happy’, but of course, the answer was: ‘We don’t run across the road without looking’.


Another time, when we were putting on a performance in that same hall, it was my job to play the xylophone. I didn’t really get the hang of it and hit all the wrong notes, and the rows of parents who’d come to watch started laughing. ‘Stuff the lot of you!’ I thought, before throwing my mallets into the audience and stomping off very theatrically. When I think about my performance on Strictly, I can see things haven’t changed much! Anyhow, Mam had to come backstage and sort me out and apparently I was quite upset, and also full of righteous indignation. Who did the parents think they were, laughing at me like that? The cheek of them!


There were plenty of other times when I wasn’t exactly angelic, or the easiest child to deal with. Once I rigged an old speaker through to my parents’ bedroom and made spooky breathing noises down it to freak them out when they went to bed. Another time I knocked a tin of red tile-paint on the carpet and, realising it wouldn’t come off, I decided the best thing to do was paint the entire floor. Poor Dad had to replace the whole carpet.


Breaking both my thumbs was another memorable ‘Oh, David, whatever next!’ moment. It happened when I was six years old and trying to launch an aeroplane off our six-foot high back wall. I’d built the plane from a big box and it was large enough for me to sit in. I was convinced it would fly, but of course when I launched myself and the plane off the wall I plummeted to the ground instead of soaring through the clouds.


As soon as my smashed thumbs had healed, Dad caught me heading outside with a hammer and a bag of nails.


‘What are you doing with those?’ he asked.


‘Building a boat!’


‘Oh no you’re bloody not. Get inside, now!’


Unfortunately, the bags of confidence and reckless abandon I possessed at that young age were about to take a hammering, by the chain of events that began with my mother falling out of bed with a thump, and my dad crying after I made the cheese-and-potato pie for his tea.


More about that later, though, after Simon has told you about his early childhood.
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Si’s


Boiled Egg and Soldiers, Callard & Bowser Butterscotch and Flat Rib Beef Broth


I cannot believe that all of what Dave has just described happened before I was even born. It would be another year or so, when Dave was nine, before Mam pushed me out into the world in the main bedroom of our council house in Kibblesworth, County Durham.


My big sister Ginny, who was eighteen, had to help the midwife hold Mam’s legs because the labour went on so long, while my dad was despatched in his Ford Anglia, along with my thirteen-year-old brother Will, to fetch more gas and air as Mam had gone through a whole canister.


When I finally arrived, on the evening of 20 October 1966, I was strong and alert and had a fine pair of lungs on me. My grandfather burst into tears and cracked open a bottle of whisky when he heard me cry. He had been spitting tacks when he found out my mam, Stella, was expecting me. She was forty-four years old, which in those days was considered dangerously old to be having another bairn. Apparently, the whole family had worried throughout the pregnancy that I might have Down’s Syndrome because of Mam’s age, and to make matters worse my dad, Graham, was forty-seven, and not in the best of health himself.


‘Eee, what were you thinking of, having another bairn at this stage in your lives?’ my grandfather had harrumphed. ‘Ginny and Will are teenagers, practically off your hands. It’s bloody madness! You’re not gonna be around to bring the bairn up.’


‘We didn’t exactly plan it this way . . .’ my dad said to his father-in-law. ‘But we’ll manage, we always do. Stella will cope fine. You know she’s made of strong stuff, we both are.’


My grandfather was an incredibly tough bloke. He’d been the winder in the pithead in his day, which meant he was held in very high esteem in the North Durham mining community in which he lived and worked. His wife Nancy, my grandmother, had been a grafter too, and she spent her life skivvying after all the men in the family who worked shifts down the mines. She expected my mam, as the only daughter, to do the same.


‘But I’d like to be a nurse,’ Mam said.


‘Well ya can’t,’ Nancy told her.


‘Why not?’


‘Need and necessity, Stella, that’s why not. The men support us, and we have to support them.’


Mam dutifully stayed at home, helping her mother keep the house and look after the breadwinners. The experience made my mam into the sort of woman who was used to coping as best she could with whatever life chucked at her, even a new bairn in her mid-forties.


When I arrived, Grandad was the only one of my four grandparents still alive. I have just one memory of him, sitting in the kitchen of the house I was born in. There was an old-fashioned range with two cookers either side of the fire, and Grandad was playing table-top skittles and eating a boiled egg.


‘Eat up,’ he ordered, and I did as I was told and dipped my soldiers in my egg. I was two years old, and I wasn’t going to argue with my big, gruff Grandad. His hands were like shovels; no wonder he was the winder in the pit.


My father was from a different world altogether, having been born and bred in the heart of London. His dad, my Grandad King, had a horrendous childhood, spending time in the workhouse before joining the army as a drummer and serving as a Corporal in the 8th Regiment during the First World War. He was a postman when my dad was born in 1919, but he deserted my grandmother when my dad was a small boy, though nobody really knew the reason why.


When my dad grew up he decided to join the navy rather than the army.


‘Why didn’t you join the army?’ I asked Dad innocently once. ‘Did you not want to be a soldier like your dad?’


‘I wanted to join the navy and sail the world,’ Dad said, which was true, but I learned later that the other reason was that he didn’t want to follow in his wayward father’s footsteps.


Dad worked on minesweepers in the Russian Convoys during the Second World War, but after one tour of duty he returned home to find his mother had been killed in the Blitz, and the family home in Stockwell completely obliterated. After that Dad signed up for another tour of duty with the ‘white caps’.


‘What are the white caps, Dad?’ I remember asking. ‘Did you wear a white hat?’


Dad smiled. ‘Simon, we were called the white caps because of the ice-cold conditions we worked in.’


‘How cold was it?’ I asked. ‘As cold as Newcastle when it snows in the winter?’


‘Ooh, a lot colder than Newcastle, son. It was minus thirty-five degrees, and one of my jobs was to chip ice off the outside of the ship. The salt water would freeze on the bulwark of the ship, and if you didn’t chip it off the ship would topple over and sink.’


‘Ooh,’ I said, eyes like saucers. ‘That’s scary.’


‘Yes, son, it was. And it was so cold that if you fell into the water your survival rate was thirty seconds.’


I marvelled at Dad’s story, imagining him chiselling away at the ice at breakneck speed. I was incredibly impressed, and when he showed me a photo of himself on the ship in his uniform I was bowled over, and thought he was the toughest, bravest dad in the world.


Unfortunately, Dad survived the freezing temperatures only to suffer a terrible injury towards the end of the war, when he fell down a hatch on board a ship and was left with damage to his kidneys. After that he joined the Merchant Navy Reserve Pool, working as a fire man or ‘stoker’ on ships and ferries all round the British Isles. It was when he docked at Newcastle upon Tyne in 1947 that he met my mam at a dance, in the popular Oxford Galleries ballroom in the city. Coming from ‘the smoke’, Dad was a snappy dresser who wore a pinstriped suit, had a trimmed moustache and drank pink gin, and at first glance Mam assumed he was an American sailor, because the place was full of them.


‘I know you buggers!’ she chided when he asked her for a dance. ‘You Yanks – here one minute, gone the next. It’ll be “wham, bam, thank you mam”! Then I’ll never see you again.’


Not only was she straight-talking but Mam was a very bright and beautiful woman who loved to sing and dance. My dad was smitten, and he used every ounce of his southern charm and sophistication to win her over. A year later, they were walking down the aisle at St Joseph’s Catholic Church in Birtley, Gateshead, and on New Year’s Eve 1948 my big sister Virginia – known to all as Gin or Ginny – was born at home in Kibblesworth, just like I was, eighteen years later.


The intervening years, before my noisy arrival, were quite tumultuous. My dad got a job working on a ship sailing from Southampton and, after a period spent apart, Mam and Ginny eventually went with him. It was a tough move for a young Geordie lass like Mam, who’d barely travelled outside the North East before.


‘I wasn’t too keen on the folk,’ Mam said to me once.


‘Why not?’ I asked, because I really like the people in Southampton, and they’ve always been very friendly and welcoming to me.


‘They were too cold,’ she said. ‘I didn’t really warm to them. Maybe it was because it was post-war. I just didn’t like them.’


I think the truth was that Mam found it incredibly difficult to be away from everything that was familiar to her, and she simply couldn’t settle outside the North East. In the end, Dad found a steady job as a typesetter for Thompson House, which published the Chronicle and Journal newspapers in Newcastle, and the family moved back to Kibblesworth when our Gin was still a toddler.


Dad did extremely well in his new job, going on to win an award for not making one spelling mistake, ever, despite reading upside down to typeset the letters.


However, within the family there was heartache in store, as Ginny contracted polio at the age of three and had to be placed in isolation in hospital. Mam and Dad were devastated, but instead of sinking into despair they both came out fighting, full of determination to help our Ginny recover. That was typical of the pair of them. Mam was ingrained with her parents’ working-class instinct for survival, and Dad’s upbringing had given him the belief that if you want something done you have to roll your sleeves up and do it yourself, because you can’t rely on any other bugger to do it for you.


Dad bought a caravan at Bamburgh, sixty-odd miles away on the Northumberland coast, and once Ginny was out of hospital he walked her up and down the beach at every opportunity for two years. He could have gone to the coast closer to home, but he considered Bamburgh the family’s ‘spiritual home’ as he and Mam had gone there together many times, and continued to do so in years to come, taking all three of us kids with them. Dad’s dedication to Gin’s recovery was a labour of love that paid off. Not only did Ginny make a full recovery, but when she was older she made our parents extremely proud by running for the county and dancing in international competitions for the Tyneside Irish community. Mam shed many a tear when Ginny won trophies.


‘Can you credit it?’ she would say, looking back at the photographs. ‘It just goes to show that if you put your mind to something, you can do it.’


‘Did you ever think Ginny wouldn’t get better?’ I asked when I was old enough to understand what had gone on, because it sounded absolutely terrible to me.


‘Nah! It wasn’t going to beat us,’ Mam said, wiping a tear from her eye. ‘Not in a million years!’


Mam always seemed to be able to detect when I was feeling worried or vulnerable, and she’d give me a hug at exactly the right time, just as she did when I asked about Ginny. You couldn’t have wished for a better mam.


There’s no question that my dad was a very good parent too, and he was undoubtedly a kind man. He had not been raised a Catholic like my mam and would not have claimed to be religious, yet he had a very strong moral compass and was always willing to put himself out for others. When I was very young I can remember going with him to deliver loads of food to the Little Sisters of the Poor and the Little Sisters of Mercy nursing homes in Low Fell.


‘If you have enough for yourself you should try to share, Simon,’ he told me as I helped him carry armfuls of fresh turkeys, big sacks of onions and trays of eggs into the home. I’ve never forgotten that.


He loved football and also volunteered as an FA coach for many years, and in one of my happiest memories of Dad I am playing with a ball on the beach and paddling in the sea with him, during a holiday to Cornwall. I was five years old and Mam and Dad had taken me to Penzance. My brother Will was eighteen by then and studying to become an engineer, and Ginny was twenty-three and training to become a social worker, so it was just me, Mam and Dad on the trip. Dad put our Ford Cortina on the train in Newcastle, as you could then, and we all shared a sleeper carriage. It was the biggest adventure of my life. The bed was like a hammock and I tucked myself in all cosy but, best of all, Mam had brought dead posh Callard & Bowser butterscotch and liquorice sweets for the journey.


‘Let us hear ya crunch!’ she’d say every time I took a butterscotch. ‘I don’t want ya to choke, Simon!’


The sweets were individually wrapped in fancy paper and were absolutely massive. I was in heaven. When we finally arrived in Penzance we stayed in a B & B, which blew my mind.


‘Mam, we’re in somebody else’s house! It’s weird! Are we allowed?’


Mam laughed. ‘Yes, love, it’s like a hotel, only different. It’s a bit more homely, like.’ With that she produced what she called her ‘curler pillow’, which she always slept on at home after putting rollers in her hair.


‘Thank God you’ve remembered that!’ Dad said. ‘I couldn’t have gone home for it from here!’


‘Oh, give over!’ Mam said, rolling her eyes, because my dad was remembering a recent camping trip, when Mam had forgotten the pillow and he was forced to drive home to fetch it, despite the fact he’d only just put his head on his own pillow when she realised she’d left it behind. Dad knew there was no debate when it came to Mam’s hair, though. She was one of those women who wouldn’t even put the bins out if her hair wasn’t done properly, and even when we went to the beach on holiday her blonde curls were perfectly set as she paddled in the sea and floated on a lilo.


Dad took me swimming and I couldn’t get over how much warmer the water was in the English Channel compared to the North Sea, and how much bigger the waves were. We hired a blue-and-white beach tent and then Mam really made my day by producing a home-made Victoria sponge, which she’d brought in a tin, all the way from Newcastle to Cornwall.


‘Eee, I really love the cream teas down here,’ she said. ‘But nothing beats a taste of home, does it, pet?’


She was right there. I loved my food, and especially the food Mam made. She was a superb cook, and for a working-class family on a low budget we really punched above our weight when it came to food. Before I was born Dad had sailed to exotic places like Brazil, Singapore, Uruguay and Vietnam, and he used to always bring back herbs and spices from wherever he’d been.


‘Most men traded their rum ration to get their wife a bottle of perfume,’ Mam told me once. ‘But not your dad. He’d trade his for star anise or cayenne pepper. I wasn’t complaining, mind!’


Mam loved it, actually, and she was always ahead of her time in the kitchen, making proper good curries, spicy casseroles and chillies.


‘Eee, Stella, what’s that, it stinks!’ the neighbours would call out.


‘Aye, but it tastes better than mince and boiled spuds!’ she’d chide back.


One of Mam’s signature dishes was flat rib beef broth, which was absolutely delicious and is still one of my all-time favourites. It filled the house with a wonderful smell and I can remember the mouth-watering anticipation of dipping home-made bread into it, and having big lumps of beef melt on your tongue. Mam was a dab hand at transforming a shin of beef into a curry that blew your socks off, and when Vesta curries first came out and her mates nervously tried them, Mam really took the mickey, because she’d been making better curries herself for donkey’s years, and at a fraction of the price.


Once he’d stopped sailing Dad sourced his herbs and spices in backstreet shops around Newcastle and always found the best suppliers. He also knew all the best places to buy good value cuts of meat and really fresh fish at the lowest prices, so between the two of them my parents made sure we ate like kings, even when money was tight. They were very proud of this fact, and sitting down to eat together, practising good table manners and appreciating our food was a very important part of family life. Manners in general were very important, in fact, and my dad always encouraged us to speak ‘the Queen’s English’ and engage in intelligent conversation.


Despite being raised in a mining community Mam did not have the thick Geordie accent some of her peers had, because she made a conscious effort to ‘speak well’ as she said, and she was very far from being a stereotypical working-class housewife. The fact she was forced to stay at home skivvying after all the men in the family might have scuppered her dreams of being a nurse, but it didn’t change the fact she was a very clever woman who was always interested in current affairs and was quite politically engaged.


‘What are you doing?’ Dad snapped one time, when I reached for the salt and started sprinkling it all over my dinner. ‘Where do you think you are, the NAAFI?’


I had no idea what the NAAFI was, let alone that Royal Navy sailors like my dad considered members of the Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes to be a bit rough and ready by comparison to them. He slapped my wrist angrily and told me in no uncertain terms that the correct thing to do was to put a pile of salt on the side of my plate.


‘You bring the food to the salt, not the other way around,’ he scolded.


I’ve never forgotten that, and this is one of my earliest memories of my dad being uncharacteristically narky with me. I didn’t realise it at the time, but his health was failing rapidly, and one of the side effects of this was that he became very bad-tempered.


Dad’s kidneys had never recovered from the damage he did to them when he had his accident on the ship, and by the time I was six years old he had become so ill he needed kidney dialysis three times a week, which made him miserable and angry. I was too little to recognise the stages of his decline, and so in my mind he went from being an easy-going dad with a huge heart to a narky git practically overnight, and I didn’t really grasp why.


Looking back, the day Dad’s dialysis started marked a point of no return in my life. Things irrevocably changed for me, and not for the good.
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Dave’s


Braising Steak with Bay Leaf, Sole Véronique, and Tyne Brand Mince with Smash and Processed Peas


My mam went into hospital for tests after she fell out of bed, and she ended up being there for three weeks. One of the procedures she underwent was something that Dad said was called a ‘lumbar puncture’, and I heard Mam describe it as ‘the most bloody awful experience of my life’, which really upset me, though there was much worse to come.


It turned out that Mam’s fall was an early sign of the onset of multiple sclerosis. My parents never hid anything from me and they sat me down and explained that ‘MS’ had caused Mam to fall out of bed, because it affected how she controlled her body, or something like that.


At seven going on eight, I was far too little to comprehend the magnitude of the diagnosis. I knew it was serious, because Mam cried just like Dad had when she fell out of bed, but at that stage I had no idea MS was incurable, or that it was a condition affecting the nervous system that would get progressively worse, randomly causing different parts of Mam’s body to let her down.


I do have some clear memories of the early stages, though, and of seeing my indomitable, energetic mother start to buckle. In my very first recollection, I am sitting down waiting for my tea at the age of seven, and Mam walks in with a tray full of gorgeous-smelling, piping-hot food. She is smiling and laughing one minute, and the next she is losing her balance, the tray is falling and our tea is flying everywhere. Gravy and spuds are tumbling through the air, and Dad finds the whole thing funny and teases her about it, because at this point he thinks it’s just a silly accident. Mam knows it’s not. Her body has not done as she’s asked it to do, and she bursts into tears of frustration.


In my next memory, which comes after she went to hospital for her tests, the three of us are on holiday in the Isle of Man, to see the TT Races. It was only the second holiday we ever had – the first was a short stay in a guesthouse in Southport – but this one was well worth waiting for. It was a dream come true for a bike-mad little boy like me. I was completely enthralled by the noise and speed of the bikes, and the spectacle of the leather-clad riders whizzing before my eyes, leaving dust clouds and the marvellous whiff of hot engines and burning rubber in their wake. I’d never seen anything like it in my life before, and riding in the TT Races one day was my ultimate ambition, after I’d got my first bike. I badgered every rider I could to sign their autograph in my little pocket race book, which I still have to this day.


Anyhow, back in 1967, me, Mam and Dad stayed in the three-star Metropole Hotel, which was the poshest place I’d ever been in. For my tea I ordered braising steak that arrived with a fresh bay leaf on top. Mam only ever used dried bay leaf and I thought it was probably a bit of privet off the hedge outside that someone had accidentally dropped on my plate, so I pushed it to one side and thought I’d better not eat it. It amuses me that I have such a clear memory of the food on my plate when I was in the midst of the TT Races, but I think that says it all. Bikes and food were vying for my attention, even then.


Before the holiday Dad had taken early retirement from the paper mill. He was sixty-four years old, had worked there for fifty-two years and got a lump sum of about two hundred-odd quid, the equivalent of about half a year’s salary as he earned eleven pounds a week. He splashed about a hundred pounds on the Manx holiday, and I can remember him gleefully telling me about the adventure we were about to embark on.


‘We’ll have the time of our lives!’ he said. ‘You’re going to absolutely love it, David. And what’s more, so am I!’


‘What about Mam?’ I asked, knowing she wasn’t particularly interested in motorbikes.


Dad winked. ‘She’ll have a ball. She likes nothing better than us all being together.’


I knew this was true, and I have old cine-films that clearly show this. The silent home-movies taken by my dad capture us playing in the park together, with my mother in a dress and cardigan, swinging on the kids’ swings with me beside her, lapping up every moment.


Looking back, the Isle of Man must have been a very bittersweet trip for my parents. I realise now that Dad retired a year early because of my mam’s diagnosis, and it must have been bloody diabolical for both of them, wondering how her illness was going to play out. I can remember that Mam was already walking with a bit of a limp when we were on the way to the Isle of Man, and I take my hat off to both my parents for seizing the opportunity to go on holiday and splash a bit of cash when they had so much worry and no idea what the future held.


After the holiday Mam’s condition steadily worsened and it became hard for her to stay on her feet for any length of time. Dad tried his very best to look after her and me, run the house and maintain some sort of normality, but things were never the same again.


I still went out on the back of Dad’s bike from time to time and we got in a bit of fishing whenever we could, often going to Roa Island, as we liked it there. We couldn’t go on longer adventures up to the Lakes like we used to, but we did still manage to get around the peninsula.


One time I remember we caught some fabulous plaice at Morecambe Bay which Dad, God love him, decided warranted some special treatment. He rifled through Mam’s cookbooks, announced he was going to cook the classic old recipe Sole Véronique, even though we had plaice rather than sole, and bought a bunch of grapes from the greengrocer. The recipe also required white wine, which I’d never seen or heard of but, Dad being Dad, he added Mam’s old Christmas trifle sherry instead, which ruined the flavour. I tried to help salvage things by carving up some tomatoes into rose shapes for Mam, and I boiled some eggs, sliced them thinly and displayed them in a fan to fill our plates.


Mam tried to appreciate the effort we both went to but she found it very frustrating that she was spending less and less time in the kitchen.


‘What are you doing?’ she’d call from her chair in the front room when she heard a pan-lid clatter or smelt something she thought might be burning.


‘It’s all under control!’ I’d reassure her, but that was not what she wanted to hear. The back kitchen had been her engine room, and now she’d lost her grip, quite literally.


‘I wish I could help you!’ she’d cry.


‘There’s no need, mother!’


‘Well, I still wish I could. It’s God-awful being stuck in here!’


On Friday nights I was allowed to stay up late, watch telly and have chips, but instead of Mam making the chips for me like she used to I was given two potatoes and made them myself, copying the method she’d taught me while Dad kept a watchful eye on the hot fat. I really enjoyed it, and I took great pride in peeling the potatoes, chopping them as neatly as I could into even-sized chips and frying them until they were immaculately golden. There was a kind of ceremony about it, and I always stuck fastidiously to the same routine. I was incredibly pedantic in fact, working out exactly how many chips I could fit onto my slice of bread so it was perfectly covered, and sprinkling on the salt really evenly. Before I tucked in I’d eat any mis-shaped or leftover chips that didn’t fit into my precision-made butty. Only then would I be ready to bite into the work of art that was my Friday night chip butty – and it was bliss! I would savour every last mouthful, and to this day I still think chips made at home like that are the best you can have.


Anyhow, Mam’s limp had got a lot worse and she was becoming less mobile, but at this stage she was still just about managing to get out and about.


One day she gave me the money to go up to Ernie Gummersall the barbers.


‘Ask for a short-back-and-sides,’ she instructed. ‘Your hair needs a really good tidy-up, David.’


I was eight years old and did exactly as Mam told me, because I didn’t want a repeat of what had happened when she sent me to another barber in the town one time.


‘You look like a prosperous young man!’ this other barber had remarked, but I didn’t know what ‘prosperous’ meant and so I ran all the way home, leaving him scratching his head.


Since then I’d always gone to Ernie Gummersall’s, and that day I sat obediently in his chair after glancing at the sign on his wall that always puzzled me. It had prices for gents, boys and OAPs, and I really wanted to know what an ‘oap’ was, but was too afraid to ask.


Anyway, when I got home Mam went nuts.


‘What the ’ell has he done?’ she screamed, lifting herself to her feet, limping to the front door and putting on her coat.


‘Come on, David, you’re comin’ with me!’


She hobbled up to the barber’s as briskly as her failing legs would carry her, with me in tow, wondering what all the fuss was about. My hair had looked fine to me when Mr Gummersall took the black towel off my shoulders and I looked up from my comic and gave a cursory glance in the mirror.


‘What the ’ell have you done?’ Mam screeched at the unsuspecting barber as she pushed me through the door, setting his bell clattering loudly. ‘Look at my David’s head! What ’ave you done to him?’


The other fellas in the shop shuffled in their seats and looked at their feet as Mr Gummersall wheeled me and my mother to the back of the shop.


‘I’m very sorry, Mrs Myers,’ he said. ‘But, here’s the thing. I did exactly the same trim I always do.’


‘How could you have? Look at the state of ’is head!’


‘The thing is, Mrs Myers, I didn’t put the bald patches there. They were . . . well, they were already there. Do you follow me?’


I was flushed red with embarrassment by now, but Mam was the opposite. She’d gone as white as a sheet as she ran her fingers through my thin and patchy dark brown hair. There were several scruffy-looking bald spots, mostly around the top left-hand side of my head, but it was clear from Mam’s expression that she was no longer blaming Mr Gummersall for giving me a bad haircut.


‘I see,’ she said as politely as she could muster. ‘Well, thank you for your time. Come on, David, we’d best be off.’


Mam couldn’t get out of there quick enough. She relayed the whole story to my dad, and then to our local doctor, who nodded sagely, made reference to the shock I’d doubtless gone through because of my mother’s illness, and promptly prescribed tranquilisers. The assumption was the pills would help me deal with the stress and upset I’d endured, and once I’d calmed down and come to terms with Mam’s health problems, my hair would grow normally again.


Unfortunately, it didn’t work out like that. I’d moved up from the infant school to Cambridge Street Primary by now and was top in everything, but all the tranquilisers did was hamper my performance in class.


‘Why do you want to take the edge off his creativity and energy?’ I overheard one of my teachers say one day. I stopped taking the pills after that and just had to put up with the hair loss as best as I could.


It wasn’t that bad at first, and I didn’t really see what all the fuss was about. At that age I was more interested in bikes and fishing and what I was having for tea than how I looked. It was boring and a pain in the backside more than anything, and I just tried to ignore it. Inevitably, I got called ‘baldy’ from time to time, which did upset me, but in the beginning I was too young to be properly vain about it, and on a good day it wasn’t that noticeable anyhow.


‘Is anything bothering you at school, son?’ Dad would ask.


‘Nowt,’ I’d say, which was nearly always true. ‘I like learning.’


In fact, I was fascinated by all the interesting things the teachers taught us. Doing maths puzzles, reading fantastical stories and learning about volcanoes erupting, or kings and queens and bloody battles, totally engrossed me. Rather than fretting about my hair I poured my energy into lapping up everything the teachers chucked at me.


Mam’s problems far outshadowed mine, in any case. She went from limping to walking with a frame within six months, and six months after that she couldn’t walk at all. I realised how bad she was when she went to bed one night and couldn’t get herself up again. She screamed in anger and frustration.


‘Why me?’ she wailed. ‘Why is this happening to me?’


I felt a tightening in my throat when I heard her like that, and Dad looked terrible, like a man condemned. He tried to pacify her, but there was no answer.


‘Will Mam get any better?’ I asked.


I knew the MS wouldn’t go away, but I guess I wanted to know if she would have good days and bad days. It was all I could think of to find a bit of light in the situation.


‘No, son, I’m afraid not. It just gets worse, you see, this MS. It doesn’t get better.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘That’s not very good, is it?’


The following night Dad explained that I would have to help him get Mam into bed as she couldn’t manage to climb the stairs. As he spoke gently and quietly to me, Mam was sitting in the armchair, shouting and crying and raging against the world for all she was worth.


‘I used to drive cranes!’ she howled. ‘Look at me! I climbed ladders to drive cranes, and now I can’t climb my own flamin’ stairs!’


I know now that the drugs she was on affected her personality. The doctors had given her Valium and other tranquilisers to calm her down, and barbiturates to help her sleep. She began to suffer from mood swings and lethargy she wasn’t able to control, and it’s not an exaggeration to say it was like my old mam had been replaced by somebody I barely recognised. Even her physical appearance started to change. Her chestnut hair, which she used to take pride in styling, lost its bounce and shine. Her skin became puffy, and it wasn’t long before she started to gain weight because she was so immobile.


‘I’ll take her arms, you get her feet,’ my dad instructed as we helped her from her armchair that first time.


It was an awful experience, because Mam yelped and complained as we struggled to lift her, and we more or less bounced her up the stairs.


‘Well done, David, you’re doing a grand job,’ Dad said. ‘I’ve got her weight, just lift her feet. And again . . . well done, David.’


It was hard work, and when Mam’s back or legs bashed against the thin stair-carpet she didn’t hesitate to vent her disapproval with both barrels. She never hid her emotions, ever, and from then on we’d go through the same ritual every night, with my mam crying and moaning, or spitting feathers about her fate. Of course, it got harder the heavier she became, and it was a task all three of us dreaded on a daily basis.


Dad asked for support from the local authority and Mam got a wheelchair, when I was nine. We also got help once a week with the cleaning, but that was it. Dad and I became Mam’s carers, muddling through each day. He took charge of washing Mam and lifting her onto her commode, and I did whatever I could manage.


Fetching shopping was my main job. Dad would give me a list of things to buy from the local shops, but he wasn’t used to cooking and for ages we lived on tinned Tyne Brand mince, Smash and cans of processed peas. Once, Dad just mixed the whole lot together and piled it on two plates.
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