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    PREFACE – THE CHOICE
  


  
    Every morning, when I woke, I could see the pit from my bedroom window. When you couldn’t see it you could smell it, an invisible sulphurous presence. It was where my dad worked, where my granddad worked and his dad before him. It was where I expected to end up. I remember thinking it wouldn’t bother me, providing I could marry Ingrid Bergman and get a house much nearer the pit gates. Shortly after Vesting Day, when Attlee’s government nationalised the mines, we were taken from Barnsley Grammar School to visit a colliery. When I arrived home my father asked me where we had been. I told him. He said, ‘That’s not a pit, it’s a holiday camp.’
  


  
    He told me to be ready, 4 a.m. the following Sunday, and he would show me what a real coal mine was like. He took me down Grimethorpe Colliery and tipped the wink to his mate on the winding gear that there was a tourist on board. We dropped like a man without a parachute. Big laugh. The rest wasn’t so funny. He took me where men worked on their knees getting coal, showed me the lamp he used to test for methane gas, explained how dangerous it was. He showed me the pit ponies. The only time I had seen them before was when they had their annual holiday from their work underground and emerged from the dark, their eyes bandaged against the light.
  


  
    We stood in front of a seam of coal, black and shiny. ‘Let’s see if you’d make a miner,’ he said. He gave me a pick and nodded at the seam. The harder I hit the coal, the more the pick bounced off the surface. ‘Find the fault,’ he said, running his fingers across the coal face. He tapped it and a chunk fell out, glittering in his lamplight. We walked back and he said nothing until we reached the pit gates. ‘What do you reckon?’ he said.
  


  
    ‘You won’t get me down there for a hundred quid a shift,’ I said.
  


  
    He nodded and smiled. ‘That’s good,’ he said, ‘but be warned that if ever you change your mind and I see you coming through those gates I’ll kick your arse all the way home.’
  


  
    This is a story of a child who did as he was told.
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    PIT VILLAGE
  


  
    My father used to love coming to the show, although he was never quite sure that what I was doing was a proper job. He wanted me to be a professional cricketer. Just before he died he said to me: ‘You’ve had a good life, lad.’ I said I had. ‘You’ve met some fascinating people and become quite famous yourself,’ he said. I nodded. ‘What is more, you’ve made a bob or two without breaking sweat,’ he said. I agreed. ‘Well done,’ he said.‘But think on, it’s not like playing cricket for Yorkshire, is it?’ That may well be true, but once or twice it got pretty darned close.
  


  
    From the script of the final Parkinson Show recorded at the London Studios, 6 December 2007
  


  
    When I was born in 1935 my father wanted me called Melbourne Parkinson because we had just won a Test match there. My mother, a woman of great common sense, put her foot down. Her winning argument was that my father could have his way if she could pick a second name. He was agreeable until she told him that she wanted me called Gershwin after her favourite composer. They settled for Michael.
  


  
    I was born on a council estate in Cudworth, a mining village in the South Yorkshire coalfield. In those days it was nicknamed ‘Debtors’ Retreat’ and my dad told me the rent collectors walked around in pairs. He was a miner at Grimethorpe Colliery. Every day he would walk three miles to his place of work, spending eight hours underground getting coal. He was paid seven shillings a shift.
  


  
    The year after I was born a dispute at the pit ended, as disputes did in those days, with a lockout. The management simply closed the pit gates until the miners, having learnt their lesson, went back to work. Fed up with the mining industry, seeking a less uncertain career, father borrowed a fiver from a relative and went to Oxford to get a job on the new Morris Motors car assembly line. The day after the interview, walking around Oxford waiting to see if he had been accepted, he felt a terrible longing for his native landscape, so he came home. A week later a letter arrived telling him the job was his if he wanted it.
  


  
    My mother, Freda, was in favour of a move. She had been born in Oxford. Her father was killed in France in the First World War. She arrived in Yorkshire not out of choice but by chance. After her husband’s death, my grandmother would visit a local hospital where the casualties of war were left outside in their wheelchairs awaiting anyone kind enough to take them for a walk. One day she took Fred Binns for a spin. He had been invalided out of the army after being wounded on the Western Front. Lodged in the back of his shoulder was a spectacular lump of metal, which surgeons deemed too risky to remove. Later on, when he became my grandmother’s second husband and took her family back to his native Yorkshire, he would allow me, as a Christmas treat, to feel the shrapnel in his back.
  


  
    ‘How did it happen?’ I’d say. ‘That would be telling,’ he would reply, the longest sentence I ever heard him speak and the only time he ever mentioned the war.
  


  
    My mother always said she wasn’t really a Yorkshire woman, more a transplant. Living in a pit village, being married to a miner, was not how she had imagined her life. In an unfinished family history, which she started writing after the death of my father, she explains her frustration:
  


  
    My older brother Tom was a bright boy. He won a scholarship to Grammar School. My parents borrowed £100 from a local money lender to send him there. They paid 66 per cent interest. They were still paying it off when I was pulled out of school to look after my mother who was unwell. I wanted to be a designer. I had a flare for making clothes. I dreamed of a life in a street of doctors and professional people. I imagined marrying a teacher.
  


  
    Throughout her life she never lost her belief that she had been thwarted in her ambitions, that she was unfairly cheated of an opportunity to prove her talent. But I don’t want to portray her as a bitter person, as someone soured by disappointment. Quite the opposite. She channelled her ambitions through her son, found great joy and fulfilment in her grandchildren and, most of all, never had occasion to doubt the profound and enduring love of a good man.
  


  
    Even though she said she would never marry a miner, she reckoned without John William Parkinson. He was ten years older than my mother and the best friend of her brother. She was twelve when she first became aware of him. He was one of sixteen children, ten of whom survived infancy.
  


  
    His father, Sammy, was a miner, like his dad before him. And, like his dad, Sammy was a black-backed miner. These men believed that excessive washing of the back weakened the muscles needed to take the weight of a collapsing seam. They washed their backs once a week, no more.
  


  
    I remember seeing my granddad with his strange discoloured back, sitting in the tub in front of the fire while his wife and daughters took turns to fill it from a brick-built copper in the corner of the room. Before pithead baths sons would follow fathers into the water in order of seniority. Women and children witnessed the ritual. Modesty was not something the working class could afford. When pithead baths eventually arrived and his sons started using them, Sammy stuck by his home ritual. Even a serious accident when he was buried in a fall and suffered severe injuries didn’t change his attitude. When they dug him out he had deep lacerations to the top of his head. In later life, when his hair turned white, the scars showed through like veins in a leaf.
  


  
    Sammy’s father signed the parish register with a cross. Sammy wrote in a fine copperplate hand. He had left school at twelve and was largely self-taught. He was the first literate member of his family. He wrote clearly and he was particularly adept with numbers, a talent he put to use in a daily attempt to beat the bookies with a complicated series of multiple bets. He bet in tanners and would send me to the bookie’s runner who lived two doors away. He was a tiny man of dark hue whom I took to be a West Indian until I realised his colour was caused by the fact he never washed. My granddad said he was the sort who kept coal in the bath.
  


  
    His office was the public telephone kiosk down the street, from where he would phone the bets he had taken to his boss, who lived in a nice house with a tennis court. Later, when I became a journalist and before we had a phone of our own, I used to have to follow him into the phone booth. I would wear gloves to handle the receiver, holding it as far as possible away from my ear while bellowing through the mouthpiece, which I had covered with a cloth. It was said he was the most successful bookie’s runner of the lot because the police never raided his house. They were scared of what they might catch.
  


  
    Sammy’s wife, my grandma, was a tall and bony woman, missing most of her teeth and deaf as a post. She was also short-sighted, which enabled her husband to cheat her during their daily game of dominoes. He would put threes against fives, twos against sixes, and she’d cry, ‘I don’t know how he keeps on winning.’
  


  
    She didn’t say much apart from that. Her deafness imprisoned her in a silent and solitary world. She rarely went out and spent her life wearing pinafores.
  


  
    She worshipped my father who was the main breadwinner of the family. He lived at home until he was nearly thirty, still tipping up his wages and being given spending money back. The family was trying to pay off what they had borrowed to survive the general strike. They were enslaved by poverty.
  


  
    One of my father’s sisters, Aunt Lavinia, rarely moved from the front room where she would sit all day watching the street through lace curtains. Sometimes I would sit with her. One day a local girl, heavily pregnant, walked by. Lavinia watched her passing and said to herself, but loud enough for me to hear, ‘She should have it sewn up.’ I didn’t know what she meant but it sounded drastic.
  


  
    Sammy never took his family on holiday. He lived to his mid-seventies and never visited London. He went once to Leeds, walking the thirty miles there and back to see Bradman play. His only other excursion was a bus trip to Blackpool with the local working-men’s club. The story goes he was so disappointed with the local beer he had one pint and started walking home.
  


  
    He worked at the pit for sixty years or more, ending up with my father as his boss. In the drastic winter of 1947 when the pit lane was blocked with snow drifts, only about four men managed the three-mile walk to Grimethorpe Colliery. Sammy Parkinson was one of them. I knew he was my father’s father but I couldn’t make the connection. As a child I could not understand how a man as vigorous as my father, as full of life and laughter, could have sprung from such an environment.
  


  
    John William Parkinson – he preferred Jack and I was always Jack’s lad – had a talent for ignoring misery or circumnavigating poverty. He would say: ‘If you don’t have money, you never miss it.’ He didn’t care. Once he was rid of his teeth – in those days you had them removed as soon as possible because they were too expensive to keep – and had a set of pearly gnashers there was no stopping him.
  


  
    My mother remembers him as a dandy, wearing double-breasted tight jackets, Oxford bags with twenty-six-inch bottoms, patent leather shoes with pointed toes and a trilby hat with a snap brim. He was good-looking with wavy brown hair, blue/grey eyes and an athletic figure. My mother noticed that whenever he went out on a double date with her brother he always ended up with the prettier girl. He was a good dancer, taking lessons at Madame Woodcock’s Emporium of Dance in Barnsley. It was here he learnt the scandalous new form of dancing, which involved holding your partner close and dancing cheek to cheek.
  


  
    My mother was present at a local dance hall when John William Parkinson and a partner (who my mother in her book describes as ‘no better than she ought to be’) danced with bodies so passionately entwined that the other dancers stopped and became spectators. My father smooched his partner around the dance floor, timing things so that the dance finished as he foxtrotted through the door and into the night. ‘Just like Fred Astaire,’ my mother observed. The room was aghast at such wanton behaviour. My mother was smitten.
  


  
    She was even more beguiled when she heard from her brother Tom of an encounter involving his future mother-in-law. Tom had asked my father to make up a foursome with his bride-to-be and her sister Gertie who, in spite of her name, was a looker. They finished their evening back at the girls’ home where their mum, a formidable woman with a posh accent, afraid Gertie might be mixing in the wrong company being escorted by a miner, began asking my father about his prospects.
  


  
    My father answered with amused good nature until the mother asked the direct question: ‘Tell me, young man, do you have any money in the bank?’ Whereupon my father replied: ‘I ought to have, missus, seeing I’ve never taken any out.’
  


  
    Some time later a group of them went to the cinema. My mother sat between my father and her current boyfriend, a grammar school boy with ambitions to be a teacher. She found herself slipping her hand into my father’s and realising he was the man she wanted to marry. He told her he had loved her since the day he first saw her and had waited for her to grow up until he declared his love. In her book my mother notes that while she found the notion of him waiting for her to be romantic, having seen him dance, she had no doubt he’d had ‘a bloody good time while waiting’.
  


  
    Much later, when my father was trying to tell me about sex, a lecture that involved birds’ nests and sparrows’ eggs, I asked him what kind of sex education he had received. He said the local vicar, who was also the captain of his first cricket team, had warned him that inappropriate touching of his willy would make it fall off.
  


  
    Mother, on the other hand, relates in her book that she was told if she kissed a boy more than twenty times she would automatically become pregnant – which might explain why I was born twelve months after they were married in 1934, and maybe why, as Mother says, it was a complete surprise to both of them.
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    JACK’S LAD
  


  
    Aside from World War Two breaking out, the other significant event of 1939 was that we moved house. We left ‘Debtors’ Retreat’ four hundred yards behind and moved into what the locals sarcastically termed ‘Millionaires’ Row’. It earned the title because it housed one or two white-collar workers, including a surveyor and the council’s finance officer. We moved next door to the local sanitary inspector, which pleased my mother.
  


  
    Maurice Bennett was the sort who liked to know everything about his neighbours. He was a tall, beaky man who loved peering over the garden wall, making your business his. That was fine by my father, who loved a natter. Indeed, if he couldn’t find anyone to talk to, he would often converse with himself. All was well until Maurice Bennett, neighbour, became Mr Bennett, council official.
  


  
    In those days miners were given a free ton of coal each month as part of a pay deal. It was an excessive amount for a small grate in a council house, so my father would load our shed and then distribute what was left over to people who didn’t get the concessions, mainly pensioners. One day, as I was helping my dad shift the ton of coal, Maurice Bennett stopped by.
  


  
    ‘Now then, John Willy,’ he said, which was his first mistake. No one called my father John Willy without getting his ear chewed off.
  


  
    ‘Jack,’ said my dad. ‘The name is Jack.’
  


  
    ‘Well, Jack lad,’ said Mr Bennett, ‘it has come to my attention that you are distributing coal to people in the vicinity who don’t get the free ton. I must point out that this is against regulations. I don’t want to report you so we’ll just say this is friendly advice.’
  


  
    My father seemed to take the rebuke in untroubled fashion. ‘Thank you for the warning,’ he said. Mr Bennett left to get the bus to work. My father said nothing until we came to loading the last two barrowloads of coal. ‘This way,’ he said, and went down the Bennetts’ garden path and filled his coal shed with an illegal load.
  


  
    ‘Let’s see him explain that lot away,’ said my father.
  


  
    Mr Bennett never mentioned it again.
  


  
    Our other neighbours were really strange. One woman suffered from a form of religious mania and would sit all day in the bath while her husband poured jugs of water over her. She thought she was being baptised in the river Jordan.
  


  
    We celebrated our move with our first family holiday. We went to the newly opened Butlin’s Holiday Camp at Skegness. He didn’t know it at the time but when Billy Butlin devised his all-action holidays he had my father in mind. My dad entered and won the wheelbarrow race, the tennis tournament, the hundred-yard dash, the three-legged race, the knobbly knees contest, the high jump, the snooker final and was doing well in the table-tennis competition until I ruined his chances of a clean sweep. My parents had left me with a babysitter and I had walked away and become lost. My earliest childhood memory is of sitting on the counter of a café being fed ice creams by a blonde woman and seeing my mother and father coming through the door to collect me. According to my mother, I told my rescuers that she had run away from me.
  


  
    My father forgave me but he couldn’t forgive Adolf Hitler. With war imminent, we cut our holiday short and returned home early so that he might be better prepared to repulse Adolf’s ambitions.
  


  
    First he joined the local fire-fighting unit and, armed with a bucket and a hand pump, demonstrated how he had been taught to rescue us in the event of our house being hit by an incendiary bomb. The nearest the Luftwaffe came to Cudworth was fifteen miles away when it bombed Sheffield. His training might have come in handy ten years later when our house accidentally caught fire but on that occasion he simply picked up the burning sofa and bundled it through the living-room window. I know because I was standing behind him when he did it.
  


  
    Our Anderson shelter set the standard for the rest of the street. Not only did my father bury it deep in our garden but he camouflaged the top with earth and grass. Flying over it, the German pilots must have thought it was a giant mole hill.
  


  
    When the sirens sounded, Dad would march us down the shelter where we would sit with gas masks on, awaiting our fate.
  


  
    One day he brought a canary into our sanctuary. They were used down the pit to test for methane gas. The first night there was a panic because the bird closed its eyes and my father thought the end had come. In fact, it was having a nap. From that point on, my father sat making noises through his gas mask, rattling the cage to keep the bird awake and alert. The next night, we found it lying stiff in the bottom of its cage. My father put it in a box and we buried it on top of the shelter. He said it had died fighting Hitler. My mother said she’d had enough of all the nonsense and she was sick of spending her evenings with a gas mask on. So our air-raid shelter became a relic of the war until we dismantled it and discovered the curved sheet metal made wonderful, if lethal, sledges in the bitter winter of 1947.
  


  
    This was not the end of my father’s personal feud with Adolf. He pinned a huge map over the fireplace to trace the course of the Allied advance through Europe. Every day we would listen to the BBC News and in red crayon mark the boundaries of the latest success. In many ways, in spite of my father’s obsession with Hitler, the war passed us by. Miners were not required to join up. They were essential workers, therefore our village was comparatively untouched by the sorrow of war.
  


  
    My own view was that the fighting wouldn’t last much longer because we had John Wayne on our side. Aged eight or nine I was already a veteran movie-goer. Our cinema was called the Rock, which we always said had something to do with the seats. My first cinema memory is of my father being warned by the management that unless he improved his behaviour he would be kicked out. At the time he was falling into the aisle, helpless with laughter at Laurel and Hardy.
  


  
    He loved comics. I grew up on Chaplin, Lloyd, Keaton, Ben Turpin, Wheeler and Wolsey, Abbott and Costello. He took us to the theatre to see a comedy double act called Collinson and Breen. It must have been wartime because they were dressed in army uniform. It was my mother’s birthday and we celebrated with a box at the Theatre Royal, Barnsley. It was the first time I had visited the theatre and I remember the plush reds and golds. But most of all I remember the deckchairs. Our box had three of them and we sat, as if on Bridlington beach, watching the turns.
  


  
    My mother, a good-looking woman and at her best for the occasion, attracted the attention of the taller comic of the double act, who kept giving her saucy winks. She loved the attention but Dad became restless. As they took their bows the tall one started blowing kisses in my mother’s direction. This was too much for the old man who would have undoubtedly made it on stage for a punch-up had it not been for his deckchair collapsing as he struggled to get at the leering comic. I’ve had better nights in the theatre since, but none more dramatic.
  


  
    During my childhood, theatre was a rare treat – mainly panto with Norman Evans, Nat Jackley and strapping-thighed principal boys. Cinema, on the other hand, became my second home and the source of all my aspirations. It was here I decided I wanted to be a journalist. I’d still marry Ingrid Bergman and we’d live in a house next to Barnsley Football Club.
  


  
    I went to the movies with my mother four nights a week and with my mates on Saturday for the children’s matinee, when I would scour the dustbins outside the cinema for scraps of film. In those days, if the movie broke down, as it often did, the projectionist would make a crude edit and bung the leftover bits in the bins. I once found about six inches of a Charlie Chaplin film and kept it in my pocket for many years, feeling its smooth texture, dreaming of Hollywood.
  


  
    My mother used to knit her way through movies. She had a gift for designing knitwear. She would create a pattern while watching a film and then come home, write it down and send it off to Stitchcraft, a company specialising in knitting patterns. She was paid three quid a design. I learned to type, as soon as my fingers could cope, by setting down her patterns on a battered old Corona. The first line I ever typed was ‘KI,PI,K2TOG . . .’
  


  
    She continued her career for many years, one of her patterns being modelled by a young Roger Moore, and a Fair Isle pullover she created was worn by Paul McCartney. More importantly, what she taught her son, who sat by her side in the cinema, to the gentle sound of clicking needles, was that it is possible to earn a living while having a good time.
  


  
    As we waited for the war to end our sheltered life was disturbed by the arrival of Auntie Florrie and Uncle Harry from London. They had been bombed out of their flat in King’s Cross. Harry hated being away from his beloved London. He went back almost straight away. Florrie stayed and eventually took charge of a hostel for evacuees at Rogerthorpe Manor, an old and neglected country house surrounded by damp and bowed trees that looked like graveside mourners.
  


  
    It held a strange fascination for me, particularly as some of the inhabitants were as mysterious as the house they lived in. In the main these were the soldier-husbands of the occupants, who came on leave or sometimes because they had been invalided out of the army. One such casualty sat all day, cross-legged, wearing only a loin cloth, looking out of the window. I was nine or ten at the time and I remember standing in the doorway of his room, staring at him, waiting for a move. After a while his back trembled, I heard a sound and realised he was weeping.
  


  
    On another occasion, a soldier on leave from combat in the desert asked me to show him the way to the village shop where he wanted to buy cigarettes. When we arrived there the shopkeeper said he hadn’t any. Cigarettes were in short supply in wartime and he was clearly keeping them for his regulars. The soldier reached over the counter, took him by the shirt front and said, ‘Mister, I hope you’re telling the truth.’ He came away with twenty Woodbines. On the way back, a car backfired and the soldier dived to the pavement, flattening himself against the concrete. When he got to his feet he apologised. He was trembling.
  


  
    When next I marked the Allied advance on our map, I remembered that soldier, although it was not until a few years later I really understood what had happened.
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    CUDWORTH,YORKSHIRE AND ENGLAND
  


  
    When I was five I experienced two important events. I went to school for the first time and my father took me to see Barnsley FC play at Oakwell. When I returned from the first day of formal education and was asked what I thought, I replied, ‘It was all right but I don’t think I’ll bother any more.’ Similarly, when asked at half-time my opinion of watching Barnsley, I said, ‘It’s all right but can I go home now?’ Whereas I can believe my assessment of school was to prove both sensible and perceptive, I never stopped thanking my father for keeping me at Oakwell.
  


  
    Snydale Road Junior School was a doddle. I loved reading so they put me in charge of the library. I maintained order by employing Horace Copley as my sidekick. Horace had thumped me in the playground. Horace thumped everyone at school just in case anyone doubted he was the boss. With Horace at my side the library was a quiet and well-ordered place. Forty years later, when I returned to the school with a film crew for a documentary, a tough-looking kid stuck up his hand in class and said, ‘My granddad says he used to beat you up at school.’
  


  
    I didn’t need to say it, but I did. ‘Is your granddad called Horace Copley?’
  


  
    He nodded.
  


  
    ‘It’s true.’
  


  
    ‘Told you!’ he said, thumping the child next to him.
  


  
    I captained the school cricket team, which pleased my father who, since my birth, had been preparing me for the day when I played for Yorkshire. As far as he was concerned it wasn’t merely a possibility but a certainty that one day I would wear the White Rose. He drilled me in every spare moment on the basic principles of the game. Play forward, play back, elbow high – show them the full face of the willow, nothing fancy. By the age of eight I had a solid defence and a hatred of getting out.
  


  
    After school we would play in the street and under the light of a solitary gas lamp as the day faded. Once I batted for a week scoring 2,023 runs before having to declare because my mates wouldn’t bowl at me any more. Weekends we would play on a strip of land between Bailey’s fish and chip shop and a house owned by a miserable old harpy who kept our cricket balls when they went over her fence. In soccer season she stuck a garden fork in our footballs. We repaid her every Mischief Night by daubing her door handles with dog poo and shoving mice through her letterbox.
  


  
    In order to raise money to replace our confiscated equipment we devised a means of ensnaring the lunchtime drinkers at the nearby pub on Sundays. As they lurched home at chucking-out time, they would stop and watch our game and offer drunken advice. We would challenge them to bowl me out. Twenty balls for a sixpence. They never refused. They would take off their jackets and come racing in like fighting bulls. What happened as they approached the delivery crease always depended on how many pints they had drunk. When I tell you that these were eight to ten pints a session men, you’ll understand that anything was possible. There were those who spun round and ended up delivering the ball in the direction they had approached the crease. Others forgot to let go of the ball and charged past me in drunken flight. One or two delivered a challenge but we were never out of pocket. On a good day we’d make a bob or two.
  


  
    The drinkers didn’t know it but they were, in fact, cricket’s first sponsors.
  


  
    Looking back, I am struck by the freedom I had as a child. When I wasn’t playing cricket or soccer I was roaming the village and surrounding countryside as Wilson of The Wizard. Wilson was my favourite character from the many comics I read as a child. No one knew his age. He lived in the hills in North Yorkshire on a diet of spring water and berries and would leave his native habitat only to achieve some astounding new feat of athleticism. He ran the first three-minute mile, set the long-jump record with a leap that carried him so far out of the pit they couldn’t properly measure it, and won the marathon running in diver’s boots. His most spectacular feat was leaping a pit of spears while carrying two buckets of cement in order to quell a native uprising in Oogoboogo Land, or whatever passed as the name of an African country in those innocent days.
  


  
    All these feats I surpassed in my imagination as I raced through the fields of my youth. Later in life, wondering in print whatever became of the Great Wilson, I was informed he had gone missing over the Channel during the war. He had been the greatest Spitfire pilot of them all with 195 kills but had disappeared on a routine mission over the Channel, just like Glenn Miller.
  


  
    When I wasn’t Wilson I was lying in the long grass watching my dad play cricket. The field, located next to a farmyard, was bounded by sloping wheat fields and when the sun shone on the ripening grain, golden ripples appeared to flow up the hillside. Just visible over the brow of the hill was the pithead gear of Grimethorpe Colliery, just in case we thought we were in Elysium. My father was a fast bowler with an action based on his great hero, Harold Larwood. He was quick and aggressive and never short of a word or two. As a spectator I often wondered what was said when my father engaged the opposition in conversation. Later on, when I played with him, I found out.
  


  
    My very first senior game for Cudworth was against Grimethorpe, very much a local derby. It was just after the war, I was eleven and we had a new fast bowler, a soldier who had married a local girl. He bowled a first over of real pace and hostility, at the end of which my father said to their opening bat, ‘What’s tha’ reckon, then?’
  


  
    ‘By God, Jack, he’s quick,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘He is that but tha’ should have seen him before he was gassed,’ said my father, a remark which caused so much confusion it won us the match.
  


  
    The Cudworth team of that time was rich in character. There was George Roberts, our big hitter, who had a tin leg. He wore one pad only, so that when the ball struck his false leg it would make a noise like Big Ben striking.
  


  
    ‘How’s that?’ the bowler would say.
  


  
    ‘One o’clock and all’s well,’ George would reply. He had an eye like a sparrowhawk and would hit the ball into the cornfields and beyond.
  


  
    His rival as a big hitter was Norman Stewardson, whose bat was bound with a vellum-like sheath and weighed a bit less than a large sledgehammer. If anyone queried the origin of his bat’s covering, he would say, ‘Kangaroo skin.’ When asked where they could find such an implement, he would reply, ‘First of all you’ve got to find your kangaroo.’
  


  
    My father’s partner with the new ball was a tall and handsome man called Jim Baker. He had the longest run-up I had ever seen. He went back so far my father explained to me that they had to cut a hole in the hedge at one end of the field to accommodate him. And of course I believed him. Then there was Jack Berry who bowled leg spin at medium pace and was one of the best club cricketers I ever saw.
  


  
    I was a last-minute replacement for a senior member who was injured in the pre-match knock-up. They put me in the deep amid the cow slop and the daisies, out of the way. Jack Berry was bowling and the batsman went for a slog and top-edged it in a high and spinning loop to where I was fielding. I remember nothing except diving and the ball sticking in my hand. But what I will never forget is my heroes picking me up and congratulating me and the look of pride on my father’s face.
  


  
    I was eleven years old, playing with the big guys and on my way to grammar school.
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    THE NOBLE ART OF BEACH CRICKET
  


  
    ‘No supermarkets, no teabags, no lager, no Formica, no vinyl, no CDs, no trainers, no hoodies, no Starbucks. Shops on every corner, red telephone boxes, Lyon’s Corner Houses, trams, steam trains. Woodbines, Senior Service, Smog. No automatic washing machines, wash every Monday. Central heating rare, chilblains common. Abortion illegal, homosexual relationships illegal, suicide illegal. Capital punishment legal. White faces everywhere. Austin Sevens, Ford Eights. A Bakelite wireless in every home, television almost unknown, the family eating together. Heavy rationing, sides to middle. Make do and mend.’
  


  

  



  
    That is how the historian David Kynaston sums up the immediate postwar years in his excellent book, Austerity Britain.
  


  
    Looking back, my memories of childhood are black and white, now and again sepia. It wasn’t until the sixties I started recording in colour.
  


  
    ‘Make do and mend’ had its virtues. There was a certainty and closeness about life in a pit village that was comforting for the child lucky enough to find its embrace. There was also poverty and oft-times, because of it, drunkenness and violence. There was madness, too. I had a friend whose mother was driven crazy by worry and the physical and mental brutality of her husband. I never saw him beat her – although the consequences were apparent – but on more than one occasion I witnessed his merciless taunting, which would always end with her distressed and weeping, being comforted by her son, my mate.
  


  
    I used to stand there like a statue, thanking God my parents were not like that. One day, my mate’s father walked past me, smelling like a tap room, and, nodding towards his distraught wife and son, said, ‘Never get married, lad.’ And he ruffled my hair.
  


  
    I was safe in the perfect cocoon of my home, with my loving parents and an extended family never less than a street away. When my mother started work at the Co-op as a shop assistant in 1943, I was fed and watered by my two sets of grandparents, who lived next door but one to each other. That is if I managed to avoid several aunties living along the route, who, if they saw me passing by, would insist on feeding me. I sometimes had three teas in one afternoon. All my family were rock-solid working-class people, law-abiding, sober (more often than not) and loving.
  


  
    When the genealogy programme Whose Life Is It Anyway? asked if they could research my life, I told them they would find nothing to intrigue them. They smiled, knowingly, and said, ‘That is what they all say, but we always find something.’ Six weeks later they called. ‘You were right,’ they said. What they didn’t add was, ‘You have the most boring background of anyone we have so far researched.’ But they didn’t have to. I already knew.
  


  
    Boring it might have seemed to outsiders, but far from it to the child growing up happy and beloved in a warm and secure nest. The time was austere; we had just come through a war, we were underfed and dressed like refugees. The pit village we lived in would never win a beauty contest, and its men did a dangerous and dirty job. Yet, I look back on my childhood there with great affection and no little gratitude. You could say my situation has changed somewhat in the intervening years, but if I could rewrite my life I wouldn’t alter a line of my early childhood.
  


  
    This contentment was due in no small part to my father who, as they said of someone else, was ‘born intoxicated’. Life to him was not all underground misery, inhaling coal dust, fouled lungs, a struggle. In my father’s view, that part existed only as an interlude between seasonal merrymaking.
  


  
    Christmas was his favourite. What we used to do for Christmas was share a pig with three or four other families. Throughout the year we would take it in turns to clean and feed it and then, just when we were getting fond of it, my old man and his mates would send for the local gamekeeper, who would slaughter anything for a couple of bob and a pint or two. I can remember standing outside the pig sty – a very small child – tears running down my face at the noise of the carnage inside.
  


  
    One year someone pinched our pig. They waited until it was fattened and ready for the kill and then spirited it away at dead of night. We never found out who it was but ever after we mounted guard on our pig sty from November onwards, saving it for the slaughter man. Our Christmases really began when the pig was jointed, jellied, pied, sausaged, rissoled, trottered and shared out among the owners.
  


  
    Looking back, Christmas to my child’s mind was a rich stew of smells and sensations. The table groaned for the one and only day of the year under the unexpected weight of food. Men I otherwise saw in their working clothes and pit muck turned up in tight blue suits and Co-op shoes, and aunties with new hair-dos seemed suddenly aware of what they’d kept under their pinafores all year long. The air was heavy with Soir de Paris and the promise of mischief.
  


  
    The sharpest memories of Christmas in those days are the football matches. It seemed to me that Barnsley never stopped playing football over Christmas and I never missed a match.
  


  
    Christmas matches were different altogether. In the bus going to the ground, men would be wearing new scarves and gloves and they smoked cigars instead of Woodbines. In the ground the normal smell of stale beer was replaced with a whisky aroma from a thousand miniature bottles, which were produced from inside pockets and offered surreptitiously to the man next door in the way they might proffer a glimpse of a dirty postcard.
  


  
    In fact, two or three games would be played over the Christmas period and often the players appeared as imbued with the Christmas spirit as the spectators. There was one famous Boxing Day game when one of our team, a man not unknown in certain licensed premises in Barnsley, set the ball down for a free kick and, as he walked steadily backwards to prepare his run-up, collided with the low wall separating the pitch from the spectators, and fell backwards into the crowd. He was caught by spectators who later swore he fell asleep in their arms. Much later, having been revived, he stumbled making a tackle and fell to earth holding his leg. As our trainer ran on to the field someone shouted, ‘Don’t revive him! Bury the sod!’
  


  
    Christmas games were derby days – Rotherham United, Sheffield Wednesday, Doncaster Rovers and, best of all, Chesterfield. In those days before crowd segregation, the anticipation of going to a match was in standing next to visiting fans and hearing their take on the game. Playing for Chesterfield at the time were the Capel brothers. Tommy, the really gifted one, was the captain. Chesterfield were awarded a late penalty and Tommy Capel selected his brother to take the kick to win the game. He shot hopelessly wide whereupon one Chesterfield fan standing next to us turned to his companion and said, ‘Nepotism. That’s what lost us the game, bloody nepotism.’
  


  
    None of us knew what he meant. We didn’t laugh, mainly because we thought it had something to do with incest. It wasn’t until we got home and searched the dictionary we got the joke.
  


  
    The next ritual on my father’s calendar was the start of the shooting season. Every year, the mine-owners would gather with a few cronies and shoot our wildlife. They continued the slaughter even after the mines were nationalised. We lived opposite the gamekeeper, a small bow-legged man called Athey Crossley. He was the man who killed the pig for us every Christmas. My father was employed as a beater and from a very early age I went along with him. When I was big enough I was given a pick handle to try to bash the rabbits we startled as we clumped through the countryside towards the guns. The rabbits were ours to eat if we were successful.
  


  
    It always seemed to me incongruous that we should be walking towards the pithead gear and slag heaps of Grimethorpe Colliery for the amusement of armed men, while deep down, beneath our feet, miners were getting coal. One day, walking through a field of stubble towards the guns, before my dad took me down the pit, I asked him what it was like deep underground.
  


  
    ‘Blacker than a crow’s arse,’ he said, and left it at that.
  


  
    It was when it came to summer holidays my father’s gift for creating drama out of the commonplace flourished in the most spectacular manner. We took our holidays in August, Barnsley Feast Week, when the whole village upped and went away like some Indian tribe moving reservations. The destination varied. The majority went across the Pennines to Blackpool, the rest headed for the east coast – Cleethorpes, Bridlington, Filey and particularly Scarborough. We were east-coast people because my father only went to seaside resorts where the sands were suitable for beach cricket. Like some inspector of wickets he had, during his time, closely examined the west-coast beaches and found them unfit for play. The east coast, notably Scarborough, Bridlington and Filey, were declared first class.
  


  
    Thus it was that during my youth, whenever we went on holiday, we resembled some MCC party heading for a three-month tour of the West Indies. We were easily discernible from the rest of the mob at the railway station, being the only family with a full set of stumps strapped to our suitcase. Mother’s carrier bag was full of balls and both Father and I carried cricket bats. Indeed, a photograph of the time, taken at Bridlington shortly after our arrival, shows father and son strolling down the promenade, one carrying a Frank Sugg and the other a Gunn and Moore, looking for all the world like Sutcliffe and Holmes walking out to open for Yorkshire at Park Avenue, Bradford.
  


  
    One of the outstanding features of our holidays was that play started as soon as we stepped off the train and continued through every daylight hour until it was time to go home again. My childhood memories of those days are of burning beaches and large men trying to bowl me out. Misery was rain and shelter in the amusement arcade and the smell of cheap raincoats and human damp. The success of the holiday depended entirely on how much cricket we could get in and, even more important, how many games we won. Here it should be explained to occasional participants of bat and ball on the sands that our version of beach cricket was the equivalent of a five-day Test match between England and Australia, or at least as important as the War of the Roses.
  


  
    My old man took his cricket very seriously, as befitted a Yorkshire man, team captain and tour organiser. His first job after arrival was to make an immediate recce of the beach to lay claim to the best batting strip. Then he would mark out the wicket and, with my mother acting as wicket keeper, using her coat to stop the ball, he would bowl a few overs at me. This activity invariably attracted onlookers who would be invited to play by my old man in order that he might make a shrewd assessment of their worth. Outstanding talents would be immediately signed on for the coming week, but only if their antecedents matched their ability. Simply stated, he would have anyone playing in his team provided they didn’t come from Lancashire. This chauvinism was deliberately designed to stir up tribal warfare and always ended in the highlight of our week, a challenge from a team of Lancastrians who were bitter and disgruntled about being turned down because of an accident of birth.
  


  
    They never won. The fact was that my father was a magnificent beach cricketer with a profound knowledge of the tactics needed to achieve success in this kind of game. For instance, he won many a game by his keen study of the east-coast tides. The importance of this can be gauged from the fact that in our kind of beach cricket the edge of the sea was always a boundary.
  


  
    Thus, on a morning with the tide receding, if the old man won the toss, he would put the other side in. By the time they had exhausted themselves trying to hit a six into the fast disappearing sea, the tide would change, and we would have the comparatively easy task of lobbing boundaries into the oggin while their fielders were distracted by the fear of being cut off by the onrushing waves. My dad never lost a game of beach cricket and when the time came to retire from the pit, he devoted his life to coaching his grandchildren in the mysteries of the greatest game. He had spectacular success.
  


  
    Much later, when I was off working abroad with television, my parents would stay at our house to help Mary with the kids. This was my father’s idea of paradise. After one trip he could hardly wait for me to get through the door before inviting me into the garden to see the progress he had made with my middle son, Nicholas, who was ten at the time. Nicholas was a slow bowler and his granddad had already taught him how to spin a ball from leg.
  


  
    ‘See how he’s come on since you went away,’ said my dad, handing me a bat.
  


  
    My son bowled three respectable leg breaks and then skidded one through to hit my leg.
  


  
    ‘That’s his top spinner and you are plumb lbw,’ said my dad.
  


  
    ‘Nonsense, it hit a pebble,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘You’ll see,’ said Father.
  


  
    Next ball was a leg break, or so I thought. Instead it turned the other way and bowled me. I looked at my ten-year-old.
  


  
    ‘That was my goggly. Granddad showed me how to do it,’ said my son.
  


  
    My father had a smile that went right round his face and ended at the back collar stud.
  


  
    Later on John Boorman, the film director, used the incident in his film Hope and Glory to symbolise the way some families use the sporting rather than the Gregorian calendar to mark the passing of time.
  


  
    An irregular part of my father’s social calendar was a visit to London. We sometimes dossed down in Auntie Florrie’s cold-water flat, up two flights of stairs above a pie shop, between King’s Cross and St Pancras Station. She had returned home after working at Rogerthorpe Manor during the war and been reunited with husband Harry, who had stayed in London and kept on working as a messenger for a newspaper in Fleet Street.
  


  
    I saw Grub Street for the first time through his eyes, and I saw it as it should be seen, standing outside El Vino’s looking down the street and up to Saint Paul’s. I didn’t realise at the time that it would be, for a short but significant period, my place of work, and it would be a toss up whether El Vino’s or the Daily Express would have the more significant effect on my career.
  


  
    It would be untrue to say my father’s obsession with a visit to the capital was due to a love of the place. London to him meant three things: Lord’s, Wembley and The Oval. He took my mother to London for a couple of days for their honeymoon. She was overwhelmed at the prospect of seeing the city for the first time. She didn’t realise there was a Test match in progress and she spent two days at Lord’s.
  


  
    It was a fair introduction to life with Father.
  


  
    Another time, upon arrival in London, we were whisked to the theatre to see the Ink Spots perform. They were an American close harmony group, popular at the time, and my father’s favourite singers. Their big hit was a sentimental song called ‘Whispering grass’. ‘Why do you whisper green grass? What makes the wind stir you so?’
  


  
    I can remember the lyric clearly, sixty years on, only because my father sang it every day. Indeed he joined in at the theatre, singing the bass part, which brought him a visit from the manager who threatened to evict him if he didn’t stop humming.
  


  
    Another time my mother, who loved musicals, took us to see the original production of Kismet. She also introduced me to the treasures within the Great American Songbook. She loved the Astaire movies and bought all the recordings of the tunes by Gershwin, Cole Porter, Irving Berlin and Jerome Kern. They were the lullabies of my infancy. By the time I was five of six I knew more Gershwin songs than I did nursery rhymes.
  


  
    Every year I bought my mother a record for her birthday. It would be by Crosby or Sinatra, singing a classic, or sometimes I’d buy one by Andre Kostalanetz and some massive orchestra playing a selection of Hollywood hits. The only time I displeased her was when I was fifteen or sixteen and I gave her ‘All the things you are’ played by Charlie Parker. She said she had never heard anything like it.
  


  
    Nor had I.
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    GRAMMAR SCHOOL SENTENCE
  


  
    Miss Turpin, my teacher at junior school, had done a remarkable job. My eleven plus results were so good I had been awarded a place in the Express stream at Barnsley Grammar School, which meant we took the School Certificate in four years instead of five. We also had to learn three foreign languages instead of two.
  


  
    I didn’t like the place. For one thing I had been previously taught by women, in the main caring and nurturing. Now I was in an all-male world, instructed by short-tempered brutes who, when all else failed, would try to beat information into you. The specialist at this form of teaching was our German master, Goodman, an angry-looking man whose favoured form of instruction was to emphasise a point by drilling his knuckle into the top of a boy’s head. Alternatively, he would raise you to your feet by hoisting you up by your hair. If he considered a boy to be particularly stupid, he would make him stand by the blackboard and belittle him by asking questions he knew he couldn’t answer. We had double German on Monday mornings, the prospect of which would turn my bowels to water as I walked to school from the bus station. If there was a particular reason why I disliked grammar school, Goodman was at its source.
  


  
    They weren’t all like that. There was the odd gentle soul. We had a music teacher whose lesson consisted of playing Mozart’s piano concertos and ‘Eine Kleine Nachtmusik’ over and over again. He never analysed, simply listened, his face reflecting the mood of the music. He instilled in me a lifelong love of Mozart and gave me an early introduction to the world of classical music. On the other hand, I can’t speak German. There is a lesson there.
  


  
    An English teacher who was keen on drama cast me as Mrs Cratchit in an adaptation of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. My appearance wearing a grey wig and a black dress made out of old black-out curtains was greeted with derision by mates in the audience. They particularly enjoyed my ad lib during the serving of the Cratchits’ Christmas dinner when my husband Bob Cratchit forgot his line. I covered with: ‘Would anyone like stuffing?’ A critic wrote, ‘There was much audience sympathy for Mrs Cratchit who last week scored a hat trick for Darfield Road Juniors and whose father is well known in the local cricket circles.’
  


  
    Best of all the teachers was the sports master, Webb Swift, a large and craggy man who was good enough to play football and cricket at professional level. The first time I came across him he was bowling in the nets to youngsters who were hoping to make the Under-14 team. His first ball to me was a little short of a length and, being young and full of madness, I went for a hook and missed by a mile. It didn’t seem that important to me and I was therefore a little taken aback on returning the ball to see the master, hands on hips, staring at the sky. He remained like that for some time, lips moving silently, and then he looked at me.
  


  
    ‘What was that?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘A hook, sir,’ I said.
  


  
    ‘Hook?’ he said, shaking his head. ‘A hook? At your age you shouldn’t even know what that means.’
  


  
    It was the best possible introduction to the man who, for the next four years, was to coach me in the game. He taught in the great Yorkshire tradition, concentrating solely on backward and forward defence play. Any strokes we played that required the bat moving from the perpendicular were better done when he wasn’t looking. I once played a late cut for four in a school game when I thought he was in bed with ’flu and, as my eyes followed the ball to the boundary, I saw him standing there, sadly shaking his head at the horror of it all.
  


  
    For all he was a puritan about cricket, he was a marvellous coach. He turned out a succession of young cricketers who were so well versed in the rudiments of the game that they found the transition from schoolboy cricket to the leagues fairly painless. His one blind spot was a total inability to appreciate the odd exceptional talent that came his way. Everyone had to conform to his basic principles, no matter how rich their natural gifts.
  


  
    At the time I was at school we had in our team a batsman of remarkable ability. Hector Allsop, who was shaped like a junior Colin Milburn, the rotund Test cricketer, had no time for acquiring defensive techniques. He approached each ball as if it was the last he would ever receive on this earth and, that being the case, he was going to try to split it in two. For a schoolboy he was an exceptional striker of the ball, blessed with a powerful physique, a quick eye and a sure sense of timing. He played some fine innings for the school teams, but no matter how brilliantly he played, he never pleased Webb.
  


  
    ‘Defence, Hector lad, defence,’Webb would say, and Hector would put one foot down the track and blast the ball straight for six.
  


  
    The high point of their relationship occurred in a Masters versus Boys game in which the sports master opened the bowling and Hector opened the batting. He played one of his best innings that day, thrashing the bowling, particularly the sports master’s, without mercy. Webb kept the ball pitched up, as he always taught us to do, and Hector kept thumping away.
  


  
    He had scored about 86 in thirty minutes when he hit over one of Webb’s deliveries and was bowled. As he walked towards the pavilion the sports master said triumphantly, ‘I warned you Hector lad, that’s what fancy play gets you.’
  


  
    He was the only man on the field, or off it, who remained convinced that Hector had failed. But for all that, he was a good man who taught a lot of boys a proper respect for the most difficult and beautiful of games. He was an important man in my life.
  


  
    I never recovered from the first unhappy year at Barnsley Grammar. I had been promoted way above and beyond my capabilities. Moreover, halfway through the first term I spent six weeks out of school with rheumatic fever. When I returned I was two inches taller but, sadly, no brighter. I dropped to the A stream, which was easier, but I was still unhappy.
  


  
    Whenever I try to analyse the reason for my disaffection with the grammar school I remember one free period when we were allowed to read a book of our own choosing. At the time I had discovered American novelists. I devoured the likes of Hemingway, William Faulkner, John Dos Passos and Scott Fitzgerald. I brought to school my own copy of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. Our presiding teacher was an old and chalky man who taught science and was one of a group brought out of retirement to replace the young men who went to war. He picked up my book and, holding it aloft, asked me to explain to the class what I was reading. I started to speak but he interrupted.
  


  
    ‘Tripe,’ he said. ‘Filthy tripe’, and dropped the book in the wastepaper basket.
  


  
    I once wrote that my time at Barnsley Grammar School did for my education what myxomatosis did for the rabbit. This assessment produced the predictable squawks of protest from those of my contemporaries who had a better time than I did.
  


  
    The most interesting letter contained a clipping of the group photograph of Barnsley Grammar School’s club Express One of 1946/47 with me sitting next to our form master, the formidable Hubert Haigh. I was looking quite happy. It was taken before the rot set in. The letter pointed out that, in spite of my reservations, the school did a good job because ten boys in a class of twenty-four had gone to university, seven to Oxbridge, where two had won blues for soccer and athletics. Among the rest were several captains of industry, not forgetting the misfit who became a TV star.
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