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FOREWORD


In producing this book I have finally succumbed to the demands of all those Labour and trade union friends up and down the country to provide them with a few written reminiscences.


Whenever I have addressed meetings I’ve heard a familiar question: ‘When are you going to write a book?’ My answer for the first thirty years was always something like: ‘Thanks, I will think about it.’ I always knew I could tell a good story on a platform, in a room of trade unionists or sometimes in Parliament. There is, however, a vast difference between making people laugh, cry and think at a Labour movement function and on the printed page.


But in the last ten years the social media phenomenon has turned those requests into a clamour from people who could not understand my reluctance to put pen to paper.


I know in my heart that I cannot make words as exciting on the printed page but I’ve made a decision to relate a few stories that characterise my upbringing; my time on Clay Cross council; some of the more exciting moments in the Palace of Varieties; and, most important of all, my involvement in the trade union and Labour movement rallies, meetings and strikes!




This book is not intended to be anything other than a response to that clamour, to the din and demand from friends near and far who believe I should heed their requests.


Dennis Skinner, 2014












CHAPTER ONE

Good working-class mining stock



The place is Clay Cross, a small pit town in Derbyshire. The year is 1932 and I was born on 11 February in a long terrace of two up-two down houses, a tin bath hanging from a nail in the backyard, on Waterloo Street. The street was known, for some unfathomable reason, as Monkey Hollow. When I was still in the pram, we moved to John Street at the other end of the pit tip.


My mother, Lucy, always had a song on her lips. She took in laundry and cleaned for other people to scrape a living. My father, Edward, who was also called Tony for reasons I never quite fathomed, was a coal miner, as I was to become. A resourceful man, he’d been blacklisted for six years when I arrived. The pit bosses branded him a troublemaker after the General Strike of 1926 and Dad wasn’t allowed to go back down a mine and earn a wage packet until the thirst for energy to power British rearmament against Hitler meant the employers couldn’t sustain their discrimination against him. He was a union man, but like all union men he was a grafter, instilling in all of his children a strong work ethic.




At the corner of John Street, the pit tip soared more than 150 feet into the sky and, on most days, would be partly enveloped by a yellow sulphurous cloud that blotted out the summit. Over the road, pollution burst out of the coke ovens at the Clay Cross Works many times each day, floating past the football ground and over our house before enshrouding the tip. You could smell it, taste it, almost physically feel the gas which tinged the air. How we yearned for the wind to blow the cloud towards the home of General Jackson, owner of the coke plant and seven collieries within a five-mile radius. Needless to say, General Jackson didn’t live on John Street. He resided in an extremely large house a mile away from the pollution factory while his kids, including Guy Jackson who captained Derbyshire at cricket, and Bridget, who stood for Parliament as a candidate of the Conservative Party, lived even further away.


The rock and slag from the nearest pit were carried in massive industrial buckets hanging on cables in the air, crossing the football field before dumping the waste on the top of an ever-expanding pile. These vast metal containers would criss-cross their way back and forth noisily all day long and, naturally, there would be a spillage from time to time. When, much later, I discussed planning applications and health and safety issues as a local councillor, I’d often reflect on my early childhood. I’d recall the buckets that occasionally turned over and dropped debris where people walked or played. The influence of General Jackson’s Clay Cross Company was an early lesson in the power that money can buy. The firm possessed real muscle in the town and almost certainly Whitehall too, a firm used to getting what it wanted. No wonder that in those days the common phrase ‘Where there’s muck there’s brass’ sounded as if it had been coined for General Jackson’s empire.




When I was old enough to get out of the pram, that pit top was to become my adventure playground. With other lads on the street, I climbed regularly to the summit. We sledged down in winter when it snowed. After the Second World War began, we played soldiers in the 200-yard-long trench dug across the top by the Home Guard to fight the Germans on the beaches, on the landing grounds, in the fields and in the streets and on the slopes and summit of Clay Cross pit tip. When finally the company was required to dismantle the pylons and the buckets, they deposited the industrial waste on another tip 300 yards away. The western side became covered in gorse, blackberry bushes and willow herb. Linnets nested and we enjoyed butterflies in abundance. I knew every inch of the hills. When I became a school cross-country champion, I owed a lot of my stamina to running – yes, running – up and down that pit tip.


This is my story, the tale of a man whose life was shaped by the pit environment and the Second World War. I grew up in a mining community as Hitler hammered on Britain’s door. From the age of 10, I did a newspaper round every day. I devoured every one of the eight pages that each wartime title was permitted. I scoured the Empire News, Sunday Pictorial, News Chronicle and the rest before pushing them through the doors. I wanted to discuss the progress of the war, particularly with friends of my parents. I vividly recall saying excitedly to Bal Parker, a workmate of my father: ‘We’ve captured Benghazi!’ He answered dourly: ‘Yes, Son, but we’ll lose it next week.’ And we did.


Naturally, I discussed the football results in the North and South Leagues which operated during that period. The horserace meetings too, limited to five racecourses with the rest requisitioned by the RAF or used for other activities to boost the war effort. Taking in all this information, and discussing it with adults, was an education in itself and developed my good memory. I was to pass the 11-plus at the age of 10 and found myself told to stand in front of the class to recite times tables backwards. Reading the papers and debating issues in my early years, particularly with my father, also helped me recognise that things didn’t have to be the way they were. That we could improve lives and create a better world.


The Great Depression was still around when I drew my first breath. My two elder sisters, Joan and Hazel, are sadly no longer with us. Joan was to go on to be a floor manager in Woolworth’s, Hazel a shopworker. The three of us were born before mother was 20. I often wonder what the Daily Mail would’ve made of her. They’d probably have had a pop. The paper would hate a woman who gave birth to three kids in her teens and nine children in all. How wrong they would be, as usual. She was a wonderful woman – caring, hardworking and always singing. It was a reasonably happy childhood. Our lack of material possessions didn’t leave us a sad family. We made the best of it.


After me, along came Gordon (now dead too), Donald, Graham, David, Gary and Derrick. Gordon, Graham and David were to follow Dad, as I did, into the pit. Gary went into the building industry. Derrick, the baby of the family, was the only one of us to go to university, getting a degree in Sheffield. He represents claimants at tribunals against Atos, the French company given a contract to persecute Britain’s disabled. Donald, the fifth of my mother’s children, lasted only a few days. It was during the war and his death must have been traumatic for my parents, although they did their best not to show it. I was young, yet old enough to realise the baby we’d looked forward to so excitedly was swiftly taken away from us. I kept asking Dad what the boy had been called and, upset, he didn’t want to talk about it. I pestered and pestered and in the end he replied, gruffly: ‘Adolf’. It was to shut me up. The war was on. Uttering Hitler’s first name was a strained joke from a parent bottling up grief.


My parents had been lodging in John Street at number 27 with a Mr Bexton. Later, when he died, we took over the tenancy and rented from a charity, paying the rent at the office in Broadleys in the middle of Clay Cross. It was near a shop selling paraffin called Kenning’s, expanding from those humble beginnings into the huge national motor dealership of that name. Thankfully, the charity agreed we could take over John Street if we promised to pay the rent on time. The house had two and a half bedrooms, one so small you couldn’t really call it a full bedroom. You couldn’t swing a kitten, never mind a cat, in it. The place was cramped, though I don’t remember my parents moaning. We got on with life, making the most of what we had.


I shared a double bed with Gordon, sleeping top to bottom. Joan and Hazel were crammed in the box room. My other brothers, as they came along, started out in my parents’ room before they’d join us in an increasingly crowded boys’ room. Downstairs there was a kitchen with a coal oven and boiler to heat hot water. In a second room we’d sit at a table to eat, although to call it a dining room would be misleading. It was neither large nor grand. There was also a front room with a three-piece suite where we’d listen to the radio.


My father’s blacklisting guaranteed we ate politics with our breakfast, dinner and tea. We didn’t have much in terms of material possessions and weren’t encouraged to expect much, what with my father denied the right to work for the early years of my life while my mother hardly earned a fortune as a washerwoman. With money tight, there were few presents on birthdays and Christmas. One year I asked my father: ‘Santa Claus doesn’t come here to our house, does he, Dad?’ He replied: ‘No, we’ve got the bloody economic Santa Claus, son, and he doesn’t bring many presents for the likes of us.’


Yet if we were poor, and we were, we didn’t starve. We always had enough to eat. What we didn’t enjoy were the extras, treats like ice cream. Other kids might be bought a vanilla slice but there were so many mouths in our family, and so little money to fill them, that we had the basics and nothing else. Hardship encouraged enterprise. Every week a fruiterer’s cart would trundle over the stony, rough road that was the street. A few of the John Street gang, the sons of miners I played with, would pat the horse while a couple of us would hang about the back, waiting to grab an apple or two when serving customers distracted the man.


Lots of kids in a small house meant we had to play outside in all weathers. It was the era before TV and computer games, so we occupied ourselves. My mother would shoo us out, remarking how we cluttered up the place. The aim of whatever game we played was not to be caught. Going where we shouldn’t was exciting. Clay Cross coke works was a favourite haunt. We ignored the Keep Out signs and kept an eagle eye open for Bobby Starling, the works’ fearsome bobby. If Bobby Starling grabbed you it was the thump of summary justice, and trouble with your parents. Whingeing to them didn’t get you anywhere when you’d been where you shouldn’t.


The Home Guard trench along the top of the tip was a wonderful adventure playground. We built what we imagined to be a castle with pieces of corrugated iron. We’d play soldiers, the British against the Nazis. The aim was to control the castle. Those of us in Clay Cross lived the nearest so we’d get there first and children from other rows of housing would come and try to take it over. A few stones would be thrown. It was great fun.


One idiot, who was three years older than the rest of us, insisted we call him the Field Marshal. I wasn’t a big lad for my age and, aged five or six, I’d be chased by older boys waving penknives and shouting: ‘Skinner bob a rabbit.’ They were threatening to skin me alive. It was a rough game of chase, really, and they wouldn’t – I trust – have really cut me if I’d been too slow. As it was, I was never caught. And nobody called social services or the police. I became quite nippy and those early years, fleeing in terror, were good training for later cross-country running. I learned later, too, how to stand and fight my corner.


I was pretty handy at making things, particularly carts. I’d find a big plank, two smaller bits of wood across the front and back, then fix on wheels from an old pram. Coming down a steep tip on that was fast and frightening. We also played in the countryside surrounding Clay Cross, roaming the fields and hanging a rope from a tree in the woods to swing over the stream. The aim was to get across to the other side without falling in and hope some other boy would slip and be drenched. If you pushed straight, whoever was clinging onto the knot at the bottom might make it across but eventually someone would be pushed at an angle and that would be that. It happened to me, coming home soaked and trying to hide the fact.


The Field Marshal was dangerous and could’ve blinded me. I was walking near the corner flag on the Clay Cross Welfare football pitch, and could see a little crowd near the goalposts. I heard the Field Marshal shout: ‘There’s Skinner coming.’ At almost the same moment I felt this incredible pain on my left ear. A warm liquid flowed down my face. I’d been shot with a pellet in the lobe. It bled like merry hell, only a few inches from my eye.


It transpired one of the dads who served in the Army had brought a captured German rifle home to Britain, and his son had taken it out to play with. The Field Marshal – and I’ll spare his family’s blushes by not naming him – liked to impress younger kids instead of hanging out with teenagers his own age. He’d swung round the gun and shot me in the ear. My father hated the man who’d smuggled the weapon into England. He went round to sort it out in the time-honoured fashion of mining communities. The damn gun never reappeared.


The Field Marshal, who really was as mad as a hatter, went on to join the Army, then the Navy. His rank was never as elevated as that he conferred on himself to play with us younger kids. By the time I was 18, nobody wanted anything to do with him. On a Bonfire Night, 5 November, a gang of us were going to the Victoria Dance Hall in Chesterfield. The Field Marshal, home on leave, wanted to come. He was no longer able to impose himself because we were all working, but still he tagged along. At the dance, daft lads started throwing exploding jumping jacks on the dance floor. The compère announced from the stage that if there were any more fireworks the band would play the National Anthem, in other words the last tune, and the dance hall would close. The Field Marshal, who was 21, shouted: ‘Play the King!’ He chucked a lit jump jack into the middle of the room. He was less popular than ever when we were all sitting gloomily on the early bus home to Clay Cross.




The Field Marshal did a silly, boyish thing on that dance floor. By then we were 18 and working down the pit. We’d matured. He was 21 and still acting like a juvenile. He’d never grown up and we had.


It’s not until later in life that you appreciate the lessons you learn as a kid. One Sunday, I arrived home from sliding down the pit tip on a piece of corrugated iron to find Hazel and Joan had gone to Sunday School in the Methodist chapel. On a whim I set off to join them, even though I was never usually up for Sunday School. I ran over the hills for a short cut. When I arrived, it was packed. Everybody else was in their Sunday best. I was as scruffy as the Artful Dodger: grimy hands and face, in grubby clothes covered in dust from the pit tip. I went upstairs to find somewhere to sit and all the pews were crowded. As I was trying to find a space on the end, Teddy Thompson, the local milliner, appeared. He must have been a churchwarden or something. ‘Come, me lad,’ said Thompson, ‘I don’t think you should be here.’ He kicked me out because I was dirty. And I suppose, if I’m charitable, because I didn’t usually attend Sunday School. It hurt.


I repaid Teddy Thompson with interest over the years, making him pay for the slight. He would come knocking on our door for his clothes money, my parents buying what we wore on tick at a shilling a week (5p) because they didn’t earn enough to purchase it outright.


My mother would whisper: ‘Quick, it’s Teddy Thompson. Tell him I’m out. Don’t let him in.’


He’d bang on the door and I’d answer: ‘Yes?’


He’d say: ‘Is your mother in?’


‘I don’t think so.’




‘Are you sure, my lad?’


‘Yes, I’m sure.’


‘Are you really sure?’


‘Yes, I’m really sure. Are you calling me a liar or what?’


And away he’d go, without his shilling from our house.


When the weather was bad, we’d stay in. To keep out the cold, the doors were kept shut and the radio would be turned on. That meant that someone in the house, meaning Joan, Hazel, Gordon or me, would have to go to Wardle’s shop to get the heavy accumulator, a big battery, charged. It was a walk of a mile there and back to Market Street. We would listen to the news and Arthur Askey, and at the same time make another rug for the floor. We’d cut up rags into 4-inch pieces, sharpen a wooden peg and proceed to ‘peg the rug’, as it was called, by making holes in a thick piece of cloth and pushing through the rags. Sometimes my mother and the girls would knit and sew. I saw how they did it so often that I could cast on, cast off, knit one, purl one. Throughout it all my mother would be singing songs from the shows, nearly always including Gracie Fields. I heard them so often I can still remember all the words. I’m really the only one of the nine who followed mother’s lead and sang in the house, in a choir and on a few occasions even the stage.


As I said, it was a reasonably happy childhood. We hadn’t got two pennies to rub together but, particularly during the war, we supplemented rations with Dad’s allotment near the Ashover light railway. What’s often overlooked by people from outside mining areas is that most pits are in semi-rural areas rather than cities. Miners by and large worked cheek by jowl with farmers. Father had an allotment, like lots of miners. To keep the unemployed off the streets and give them a chance to feed their families, the jobless in our patch of Derbyshire were allowed to rent a smallholding of a few acres by the Land Settlement Association. The government scheme in the middle of the 1930s was a lifesaver for us. On the plot they erected several triangular chicken pens. The hens supplied us with eggs and a little meat, Dad selling birds to get a bit of cash. As a little kid I’d go with him, he in his cap, me carrying a bucket of corn, to feed the chickens. We grew broad beans, carrots, cabbages, lettuce, radishes and potatoes. He was fit and healthy, a strong man. He could dig and turn over the soil. The injured, sick and frail in depressed areas were less fortunate. Their stomachs would’ve been empty.


He’d supply chickens to a Miss Kirkham, headmistress of the local school, to bring in a little money. She lived in a big house and Miss Kirkham would say: ‘Tony, I have got company coming. Could you let me have two or three fowls for the weekend?’ I recall Bal Parker, a neighbour, stopping me and sneering: ‘You want to ask your dad about those dead fowls and Miss Kirkham.’ Puzzled, I ran home and asked my father what he meant. The response – ‘You tell Bal Parker to shut his bloody mouth’ – heightened my interest. Dad’s way of preparing the birds was to kill the chickens, then bury them in rags for a few days. It was an unorthodox method he wisely declined to share with Miss Kirkham. She was happy in her ignorance. ‘The meat drops off your fowls,’ I heard her tell him. ‘It’s delicious.’ She probably would’ve delivered a different verdict had she known they’d been interred for two or three days. Bal Parker was upset, I worked out, because he never received a lucrative order from Miss Kirkham. Serving buried birds didn’t do her any harm, I hasten to add. She lived to 88.


During the war years, Dad banned me one evening from going to the allotment with him, which was unusual. He whispered he had a little job to do with Char Butterworth. When we were served pork for dinner a few days later, I sussed out their scam. A group of pitmen had been keeping pigs and four or five secretly shared one between them, depriving the Ministry of Agriculture of an animal. You weren’t supposed to eat these animals yourselves. Ducking and diving made life bearable and was the only way to beat the system. The incident lacked the humour of A Private Function, the Michael Palin film about killing a pig. When you were hungry, you weren’t sentimental.


Dad would keep going to the pits in search of work but he was well known in the area and repeatedly rejected by managers. To be a trade union activist was to be labelled a troublemaker, a mark of Cain. Pit owners operated by paying men as little as they could get away with in dangerous conditions. I may have been only five years old, but I remember vividly him rushing into the house and shouting: ‘You’ll never believe it, Luce. I’ve got a job at Morton Colliery on the afternoon shift.’ It was 1937. Hitler was beginning to pound the drums of war in Germany. In Britain, the government was starting to recognise it had to respond. Rearmament meant more munitions. Building weapons required energy and in Derbyshire the increased output of coal translated into work for a previously blacklisted pitman. Industrial militants like my father, who had been refused work for many years, were allowed to bring home a wage. Miners were breaking production records under the Essential Work Order, a 1941 regulation banning strikes and giving Ernie Bevin, the Transport and General Workers’ Union general secretary co-opted into the wartime coalition government and a future foreign secretary in Clement Attlee’s first Labour government, the authority to direct workers – the Bevin Boys – into the mines. Building tanks, guns, ships and aircraft required energy and coal was the source. After the end of the war a few miners, the Bevin Boys, were given a medal but the majority of miners, pitmen who had put forty years of their life to the industry, received not as much as a thank you. Don’t get me wrong here. Tony, my dad, would never have taken a medal but I know of retired miners who are aggrieved to this day that their war efforts were overlooked.


My father, however, did win a few prizes when the war ended. Within a week of VE Day it was announced that Clay Cross Works would allow its sports field (which we played on as if it was our back garden) to be used for celebratory games for all the men, women, boys and girls of the Egstow area of the town at the bottom of the tip. There were prizes worth winning. National Savings Certificates of 10 shillings (50p) would be awarded to the winners of the 100-yard foot race, sack race, egg and spoon and many more contests.


Tony was first up in the 100 yards and he realised his biggest threat was from a man who lived at the bottom end of John Street who turned up in running spikes. ‘He’s a professional in those shoes. He should start further back so it’s a fair race,’ Dad insisted to the organisers. And the man in the spikes was placed two yards back. The Skinners enjoyed a good day. Dad finished in front of Mr Running Spikes to win his 100-yard dash. Joan, Hazel, Gordon and I were victorious in our respective age races.


Later in the afternoon, Gordon triumphed in the sack race by entering in an exceptionally large sack instead of the small ones handed out, enabling him to sort of skip rather than hop along the course. He collected another 10 shilling certificate in the egg and spoon with potatoes substituting for eggs because of rationing. With a little bit of lateral thinking and physical strength it was possible to see how bending a spoon around a raw spud ensured it couldn’t fall out. We sailed close to the wind but our family set a games record.


The Skinner pièce de résistance was to come on the evening of the VE Day Olympics. A fancy-dress competition was held outside John Street Working Men’s Club and a late entry appeared when Dad arrived dressed in a tigerskin rug usually found on Mrs Langley’s floor. The sight was too much for me. I ran behind the club to hide my embarrassment. The judge, a member of the Jackson family we regarded as political enemies, awarded first prize to the Wild Man of Borneo, i.e. my father. I shudder to think what my dad’s mates down the pit said, no doubt pulling his leg mercilessly. I’m sure he had an answer as well as the prize. The money for the certificates came from the profits of the company that owned the pit so they’d all contributed, unwillingly or otherwise.


I think of my parents often. My mother, Lucy, never outwardly complained about her life and nor will I about mine. Her singing filled the house. She sang in the kitchen when she did our washing, cleaning and cooking and, as a sideline, the washing of Mrs Langley, a local shopkeeper, whose house she also cleaned. Mother was from a large family – 12 in all – and there is another book to be written about all her brothers and sisters. Perhaps the most disappointing thing in her life was, as she told us more than once, that when she won a scholarship aged 11 to go to a ‘higher grade’ school, what we might call a grammar school, her parents couldn’t afford to let her attend. She had a hard life, especially in those early years, but she was proud of us all for our work in the trade union moment; the political battles we fought and in particular the Clay Cross rent strike against Ted Heath’s dictatorial declaration that every local authority would impose central government rent increases. She, like every other council tenant in Clay Cross, told Heath’s housing commissioner to get lost. For a whole year he collected nothing and went back to Whitehall without a penny. Sadly, no other council managed to hold the line and Clay Cross Urban District Council stood alone for a full year before the Law Lords declared 11 councillors bankrupt and banned them from holding office for 14 years.


When my mother became ill with dementia it was a shock to us all. It happened so suddenly that most of the family could not believe what the medical authorities were saying. Then we quickly realised they were right: Lucy’s short-term memory was rapidly fading away. It was heartbreaking to see our mother leaving us the way she did. We decided quickly that she should leave her three-bedroom house, with its stairs, and go into a small bungalow. It didn’t work out. The unfamiliar surroundings made things worse. Inadvertently I learned a political lesson. I voted in Parliament against the Conservatives’ bedroom tax, and Ed Miliband has promised that Labour will abolish it. Although the Tories currently exempt pensioners, who knows what that lot will do in the future. She would often walk out of the bungalow and try to find her way back to 41 Meadow Road, where we’d moved after John Street. I dread to think what could happen to someone with dementia walking the streets because of the bedroom tax.


Soon she couldn’t even remember any of the family’s names. Anybody who has been through this with a parent or another loved one will know the pain. To those who haven’t, I can only say I hope you never do. When she was ailing, I decided to take her to the miners’ welfare grounds, where we used to play football and cricket. On a park bench I sang to my mother to see if she could remember her favourites when she was bringing us up. I started with one of the Gracie Fields songs, ‘Sally’, that constantly filled our house. ‘Sally, Sally, pride of our alley,’ I sang, ‘Sally, Sally … Don’t ever wander, Away from the alley and me. Sally, Sally …’ It worked. Her memory jogged back. For half an hour, on the deserted Clay Cross Welfare ground, we sang to our hearts’ content. ‘Sally’ was followed by ‘At 17 He Falls in Love’, ‘The Biggest Aspidistra in the World’, ‘If Those Lips Could Only Speak’, ‘My Heart and I’, ‘The Little Boy that Santa Claus Forgot’ and ‘I Like a Nice Cup of Tea’. For those precious 30 minutes she was with me again.


There is no doubt that all the great medical minds accept that singing comes from a different part of the brain to the areas ravaged by dementia, but in the late 1980s it was not generally recognised. I told my brothers and sisters and, despite some scepticism, we agreed that when we got the chance we would share what had happened on Clay Cross Welfare ground with a wider audience in the hope our experience would assist families facing similar challenges. Soon enough, in early 1990, I was asked to go on Desert Island Discs, Radio 4’s show in which you’re asked to pick eight tunes as if you were a castaway marooned on an island in the middle of an ocean. The first record I chose was Peter Dawson’s ‘If Those Lips Could Only Speak’, a number my mother must have sung every week. The plan was for members of the family to sit with Lucy around the radio when it was broadcast. I asked the presenter, Sue Lawley, to play my first choice. The words and tune came out of the wireless and my mother, who could barely communicate with us, joined in to the very end. It was a day for us all to remember. She’d entertained us and raised our spirits so often and there she was, in her 79th year, still topping the bill.


I’ve never forgotten that little experiment and I sing to the residents when I visit old people’s homes in the Bolsover area and invite them to sing along. It works so well that in Shirebrook the Shire Vale Centre started a regular early dementia class with singing at its heart. It goes without saying we need money spent on a dementia cure instead of wasting billions of pounds on wars.


Mother was to die in Clay Cross Hall, General Jackson’s grand old home. The house, where we’d sing carols on Christmas Eve for a 12-cornered threepenny bit, was taken over by the county council in the 1960s and converted into a pioneering place for the vulnerable and elderly. We planted a tree in the garden when she died and long after she’d gone I returned. Remembering how she liked to sing, I sang to the residents who joined in. There was a man who was silent. The staff said he’d lived in Derbyshire for some time but was originally from London. ‘I bet you know this one,’ I told him, and began ‘Maybe It’s Because I’m a Londoner.’ He did and joined in.


It was 1948 when we left John Street for a council semi at 41 Meadow Road in Holmgate, Clay Cross. Our new house was bigger, if still cramped because there were so many of us. It had proper bedrooms. Initially four boys – Gordon, Graham, David and me – shared two beds. But the beauty of Meadow Road was that we had a brand-new council house and, what is more, Joan, Hazel and myself were all working and bringing home a wage. None of us were employed by agencies and none of us were on zero-hours contracts.


So this is the start of my story, reminiscences from the boy born into poverty who, via a good education, 22 years down the pit and ten years as a councillor, was elected a Labour MP in 1970 and 11 general elections – and eight prime ministers – later is still representing Bolsover in Parliament, fighting for socialism. I’ve been lucky along the way, I’ll admit. I’m aware age doesn’t travel alone. I was fortunate to escape serious injury or the dreaded lung disease, pneumoconiosis, in the mines. The NHS, a wonderful Labour creation, was there for me when I needed a heart bypass and I was diagnosed with cancer. And I was blessed with an incredible memory for names and incidents – a boon for speeches on public platforms or in the House of Commons.


Before that first general election 44 years ago, I was sent a form to complete by Who’s Who. I suppose the publisher wasn’t expecting any surprises in a rock-solid Labour seat like Bolsover. The compilers recognised that I, barring disaster, would be the MP. It was like no form I’d completed before, the questions obviously designed for titled blue bloods rather than the horny-handed likes of me. I took it to the council and filled it in with my friends. I was asked by Who’s Who which clubs I was a member of. I realised this section was the place to list the Pall Mall boltholes of a ruling class, the posh centres of power where a tiny, wealthy, privileged elite endured, over gin and tonics served to them by liveried flunkies as they luxuriated in deep leather armchairs. I’d thought of chucking the form in the bin, then on second thoughts had decided I’d reply honestly. I didn’t write the Athenaeum, Carlton, Beefsteak, White’s, Reform, Garrick or, if you’ve read P.G. Wodehouse, the Drones. At that stage I’d never even heard of the Bullingdon Club. But I was a member of Bestwood Working Men’s in Clay Cross and numerous miners’ welfares in Derbyshire. So I put them down.




The form asked about my pedigree. I don’t recall the exact wording, but it was another blue-blood question. The only honest reply I could give was to tell Who’s Who that I was from good working-class stock, good working-class mining stock. I am what I was made all those years ago, a product of the pit and the war. We were dealt a tough hand by a political and economic system which treated us as cheap, disposable labour. Everything we achieved as individuals, families, communities and as a class we had to battle hard to win. We reaped the gains of past victories and strove to improve the lot of the present and future generations. We laughed when I wrote the answers down, and didn’t expect Who’s Who to put them in. I was surprised when they did.


If my mother, Lucy, and my father, Tony, were here with us today they would marvel at iPods and iPads but they’d be familiar with the grotesque poverty and despair which scar our communities and blight lives, wasting potential and creating misery. From generation to generation we must stop passing on what is wrong – inequality, injustice – and sustain what is good – a sense of decency, fairness, concern, solidarity – to transform our country and the world for the better.


I’ve always heeded the advice of my father to stick to my guns and treat the Houses of Parliament as a place of work, a building where the people of Bolsover send me to do a job for them. I don’t regard it as a cosy club where MPs, of all parties, gather to eat and drink together, to enjoy a comfortable life instead of representing those who put their trust in us through the ballot box.


I distrust patronage and put my faith in elections, declining offers of this, that and the other. The prime ministers who command authority by hiring also hold the threat of a firing to guarantee docility and loyalty, as I told the Labour Prime Minister Jim Callaghan when he offered me a job. Tony Blair should’ve known better when he complained I would’ve made a good minister if I’d accepted what he called responsibility. I call it the servitude of patronage.


I’ve also retained a belief and faith in the power of extra-parliamentary action, particularly through the trade unions. The 650 MPs in the Commons do not have a monopoly on political wisdom, as decisions taken regularly prove. I’ve been on more picket lines, marches and demonstrations, and spoken at more rallies and meetings than I can count. I’ve heard more truth, honesty and sanity from people outside Parliament than some of those inside. For 40 years and counting, I’ve listened to people and disagreed with opponents, particularly Tories.


I am proud to stand up for my class, to say publicly that I am from good working-class stock. I am proud to be a trade unionist, to be a member of the Labour Party and to be a socialist. I stick to my principles. I know no other way in politics. I make mistakes, everybody does. Nobody is perfect. I have no monopoly on the best way of being an MP. I try not to let anybody down. I’ve sailed close to the wind in my life but always for the good of the cause, to champion those at the bottom of the pile who deserve better.


I am proud, too, of my own children Dawn, Dennis and Mandy and all four grandchildren Matthew, Tom, Hannah and James. Raised in an era when men were taught never to show emotion publicly, I am what I am.


So here goes. It was all to start with a good education.












CHAPTER TWO

Mrs Langley’s books



War was fascinating, even exciting, for a schoolboy. I was just seven years old when, on 3 September 1939, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced on the wireless that we were at war with Germany because Hitler had ignored the ultimatum to withdraw from Poland. I was going down Market Street in Clay Cross not long after the announcement on the radio. ‘Did you hear it, then?’ I overheard a man asking a passer-by nervously. ‘We are at war.’ And so we were.


I recall sandbags being filled and placed across the windows in Clay Cross school, protecting the glass should bombs fall. I remember carrying a gas mask in a little square cardboard box, the inventor devising a container so awkward to carry it was a pain to cart about and often left at home. My parents shared none of my innocent excitement. Memories of the slaughter in the First World War were fresh for them. Mam and Dad knew that young men would be going off in the armed forces and dying. Our next-door neighbour, a Mrs Topliss, told mother she was very worried. Her two sons were in the Territorial Army. Her gravest concern was for the son ‘ordered across the water’, as she put it. We thought the poor lad must be heading to a ship, embarking for France or some other foreign shore. It subsequently emerged he’d been transferred from Grimsby to Hull, manning guns across the Humber.


As the war progressed, we were to spend many a night crammed in the cubby hole under the stairs, eight of us packed into what was a cupboard. Not far away the steel city of Sheffield was bombed incessantly. We stitched blankets together to black out doors and windows so not a chink of light escaped the Skinner house to guide the Luftwaffe navigators. We’d hear the siren warning the Heinkels were approaching overhead, a frightening wailing you didn’t dare ignore. We’d pile into the cubby hole until the wonderful, sweet, mellow all-clear was sounded. Whoever devised the two tones, the harsh air-raid warning and the inviting all-clear, must have had a fine musical ear.


Any bombs not dropped on poor Sheffield would be dumped on Clay Cross, German pilots aiming for the railway junction where the lines from Nottingham and Derby joined or separated, depending on the direction you were travelling. On the morning after the night before, I’d go off with my dad to inspect craters. You could wait days to learn where the bombs had dropped, the sites and damage largely kept out of the papers and off the radio to avoid assisting navigators and bomb-aimers. In Tupton a couple were killed in Wingfield Road, about half a mile from the railway. There was a lot of tutting and muttering about how unfortunate they were.


It would be naive to think that, as an optimist, there wasn’t part of me that believed from the beginning that we’d win in the end. It was our side or Hitler. As an avid newspaper reader, I totted up the losses on both sides during the Battle of Britain.


‘Dad, we must be winning,’ I insisted. ‘I’ve counted all the German aeroplanes we’ve shot down. They can’t have many of theirs left in the sky and we’ve lost hardly any.’


‘Son, I don’t think you should believe all that crap. It’s wartime propaganda,’ he replied, wearily.


He was right, of course. Winston Churchill could teach a thing or two to modern spin doctors when it comes to deceit. But reading about the battles was exciting. It started to be one-way traffic in our favour after El Alamein and Tobruk. I don’t recollect much about General Montgomery when it turned his way in North Africa. I suppose the personality cult surrounding Churchill didn’t leave room for anybody else. To me the Russian breakout from Stalingrad, breaching the German lines, was as thrilling as winning the FA Cup. Stories about Cossacks taking the lead conjured magical, if inaccurate, images of fierce warriors on horseback destroying Hitler’s Panzers.


The war also introduced the great leveller that was rationing. I can’t think of a fairer system in my lifetime for distributing food and necessities. It was a practical form of socialism. From sweets to clothes, we were for the first time guaranteed a share. Some capitalists exploited it – those with money were able to buy extras. But the black market was mostly a city curse. In rural areas there was a true spirit of camaraderie. It was as far as you could humanly get from the contemporary culture of instant gratification, symbolised for me by a DFS sofa sale with families offered it all and promised it now.


I’d been sent to school from the age of four in September 1936 because my mother was pregnant with brother Gordon and there

was a place. I enjoyed attending Clay Cross infants and juniors. The classrooms were austere, pretty chilly. Since we knew no better school to compare it with, we were happy. As they usually were in that period, the toilets were outside at the bottom of the schoolyard. In winter the hard playground froze into a giant ice rink. The trip to the lavatory became a skate downhill with a slippery return.


I was born with the head start that is a good memory, an enviable capacity to absorb and recall huge amounts of information without breaking sweat. By the age of five I could name every capital in the world. I learned reading, writing and arithmetic with reasonable ease. My horizons were extended by listening to the wireless in the front room. Newspapers were a window into the world, transporting me from Clay Cross and beyond Chesterfield to the rest of Britain and then abroad.


Yet I recognise that everybody, including me, benefits from lucky breaks in life should they come your way. If my first was a useful memory, the second was Mrs Langley’s books. Mrs Langley was the shopkeeper whose washing my mother took in to clean, dry and iron. Mother also did her house, scrubbing and polishing to keep it spick and span. This Mrs Langley was a kindly woman. She’d bought a shelf of books in the hope of landing her daughter a scholarship to Tupton Hall, a local ‘higher grade’ school that was similar to a grammar. To the disappointment of the Langley family, the plan failed and Mrs Langley’s daughter didn’t get her scholarship. But I was given her books. Mrs Langley, hearing from mother how much I loved to read, parcelled them up and they were brought to John Street.


I’d spend hours reading about geography and history, my nose stuck in Mrs Langley’s books. I was receiving an education far

beyond what was provided at school. Teachers noticed that I was improving, coming on in leaps and bounds. My memory was soon exploited to encourage other pupils. I’d be instructed to stand in front of the class and the teacher would chalk a poem on the blackboard. By the time she’d finished writing it, I’d have memorised all the lines. So I was ordered to speak the lines instantly. My memory has come in handy in the decades since, serving me well as a union representative, councillor and then MP. As a kid I was being exploited, forced to perform when all I wanted was to be part of the crowd. I didn’t like what was happening but as a young kid you are powerless to do anything about it.


I was really motoring at school thanks to the boost from Mrs Langley’s books. I was never aware of my parents pushing me, wanting me to do particularly well at school, until, aged 9, I was entered by my teacher, Mrs Bainbridge, for the 11-plus to win a free County Minor Scholarship to Tupton Hall. I was in what would now be called Year Five instead of the top primary class, Year Six, which usually supplied the candidates for the exam. Mrs Bainbridge thought I was ready and put down my name. I remember little of the exam except I passed. Had I failed I’d have had another crack the following year. But I was in. I later discovered this was the moment when my mother was willing me to do well at school, for her son to go to Tupton Hall. As I mentioned earlier, she’d also passed the 11-plus as a child but, one of 12 children, the family was too poor to send her to the school. The sadness of that missed opportunity drove her on. Mother was absolutely determined that I wouldn’t suffer the same fate.


Many in authority expected the working class to know and keep its place. My success was swiftly followed by a rare visit to

our house by the head of the juniors. He came not to praise but to caution. As a miner’s son, he argued, I wouldn’t fit in at Tupton Hall. The scholarships were precious and might, he counselled, be wasted on a street urchin with the bottom hanging out of his trousers like Dennis Skinner. He tried to force my mother to recognise there were more deserving cases than me. When I think back, it is hard to imagine a head could behave like that. He did, believe me. I’m not blaming him. He was as much a creation of circumstances as I.


I recall the whispering and hostile looks between my mother and the head as they disagreed over me, hushing their voices to debate my future. I failed to grasp the significance of what was going on, a naive child bewildered by the very presence of the head in John Street. Home visits weren’t usually paid by such a remote figure. A formidable woman when riled, my mother wasn’t intimidated. She wasn’t having him come to our house and tell her to deprive her son of a place in a school. I’d won that entry to Tupton Hall on merit. He departed with a flea in his ear, never to return. And I, in 1942, at ten years of age, enrolled at Tupton Hall.


The school was mixed, educating boys and girls, which was unusual in those days. Other than that it had a very traditional ethos. Most of the pupils paid fees, we scholarship kids being the exception rather than the rule. We didn’t consciously separate along class lines at Tupton Hall but we tended to mix naturally with people like ourselves; the wealthier kids, offspring of solicitors and doctors, would hang about together while I instinctively felt most comfortable with the sons of workers in Clay Cross.


We were each designated a house within the school. I was in Cavendish. I was to receive another lesson at Tupton Hall on what a marvellous leveller wartime rationing could be. With clothing in short supply, the uniform was pared down to a cap. Green rings signified I was in Cavendish House. I’d stick it in my pocket and put the thing on my head when I neared the school. But apart from that we could wear what we wanted. No regulation tie, shirt, jacket, trousers or shoes were stipulated. Had the family been presented with an expensive list to be bought from a gentlemen’s outfitters in Chesterfield or some such place, social apartheid would’ve locked the gates to the likes of me. Apart from the cap, the only thing I needed was a school bag. Good old Mrs Langley returned as a fairy godmother, presenting me with her daughter’s leather satchel.


In lessons the memory I’m blessed with was again a great boon. Latin, hated by many pupils, was simple if you could remember how to conjugate the verbs: amo, amas, amat, amamus, amatis, amant – I love, you love, he loves, we love, you love, they love. My Latin marks were always 90 per cent and upwards. I was good with numbers so maths wasn’t a problem, a Tupton Hall education handy for the Killer Sudoku in The Times I do every day. History and geography were my type of subjects and I could write a decent essay. We studied Shakespeare and learned by heart long passages from The Merchant of Venice, Macbeth and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I’ll admit I’m no fan of the Bard, his language unnatural in our era. I’ll take the vivid descriptions of Charles Dickens over Shakespeare any day.


I was no stranger to trouble at Tupton Hall. Argumentative, unafraid to challenge accepted wisdom, I’d clash with teachers. Detention was a familiar partner in my school life. Drabble, the headmaster, once announced: ‘Skinner! You wouldn’t respond, so there is no point beating you.’ As a result I was regularly made to stay behind after school. The punishment was lines, copying out the same repetitive sentence – ‘I will behave in future’, ‘I will respect teachers’ – over and over. Michael Gove, the Tory kid with the moist lower lip who was David Cameron’s education secretary, is clueless when he bangs on about returning to traditional discipline and punishment. It didn’t work then and it wouldn’t work now. Lines were easy for me – scribble, scribble, scribble until allowed out. The only lesson it taught me was that dull, boring, mundane sanctions are a waste of time and fail to change how pupils behave.


Sport was a big part of Tupton Hall, the old building surrounded by playing fields. All that running up and down the pit tips, chased by older boys shouting they’d skin me like a rabbit, gave me the lungs and legs for cross-country. I was to be the school champion, able to keep on running when others were collapsing exhausted.


During the spring, summer and early autumn, I walked to the school. From John Street I’d trudge alongside the railway line past the coke works and the pit tip to the edge of the school grounds with the school building another half a mile on. In the winter or when the rain was torrential, I caught a double-decker bus in the green livery of Chesterfield Corporation. You could set your watch by them, they were so punctual. On the bus in the morning the other kids would borrow my memory on the way to school. I didn’t see anything wrong in them copying my homework. I’ve always believed in the value of sharing.


Tupton Hall was very ambitious for most of its pupils, although we didn’t all share the same academic goals. I smile when I remember the headmaster demanding to know what we wanted to be in life. I, in common with many of my age and class, didn’t have much of a clue. I had experience only of the world in and around Clay Cross. One lad, Bill Leivers, had a dream. ‘Professional footballer, sir,’ he answered. Mr Drabble, the head, replied sternly: ‘So you have wasted your time here.’ That wasn’t fair or accurate. Bill proved the head completely wrong. He lived the dream and was a professional footballer. The Clay Cross lad played for Chesterfield and won the FA Cup with Manchester City in 1956 when they beat Birmingham 3–1 at Wembley. The final is remembered in history as the final in which City’s German goalie, Bert Trautmann, played on with a broken neck. I recall it as the day Bill from Tupton Hall won a medal. You could see he was a pretty good player at an early age. He was lucky he could play a bit because, as Bill would admit, he wasn’t cut out for studying.


The war ended in 1945 and a couple of years later I passed my School Certificate. My mother and father hoped I would go to university. Dad pressed home how I’d had a great start to life as far was education was concerned. Tony Blair inadvertently misjudged my parents and schooling when I was a Labour backbencher and he was prime minister. He thought I was in the same boat as John Prescott, his deputy and my old flatmate, who’d failed his 11-plus. ‘Dennis is’, Blair wrote in A Journey, his autobiography, ‘a really brilliant guy – first-rate mind, great wit, huge insight into people – but was brought up in the days when exceptionally clever people were regularly failed by the education system, or just fell between the cracks of poor schooling, and the narrow-minded views of parents and communities.’




I wasn’t failed by the education system, although I could see the teachers pushed the kids harder from homes with money and raised their expectations higher. The working-class boys, including me, were proud to be at Tupton Hall, aware we’d worked our passage because our parents couldn’t afford a ticket. Nor were my mam and dad narrow-minded – they valued good schooling. I was lucky. That I knew. My objection to the grammar system, and why I believe in comprehensives, is I was one of a lucky few when the majority would be wrongly written off by an 11-plus system unfairly dividing kids into sheep and goats. Everybody develops at a different age and everybody deserves a fair crack of the whip. In later years when a councillor, I was chair of governors when Tupton Hall and Clay Cross schools merged into a comprehensive. I ensured it was no takeover, teachers from both obtaining jobs in the new Tupton Hall. I know what a top school it remained from the experiences of my own children. Dawn, Dennis and Mandy thrived at the new Tupton Hall and all graduated with degrees from Manchester University.


Yet I wasn’t interested in trying for university. To me, Oxford or Cambridge were hoity-toity. Universities as a whole were unappealing, alien. Peering back, I was already increasingly politicised. In 1944, when 12, I’d gone to hear the declaration of Harold Neal’s Labour victory in a wartime parliamentary by-election triggered by the death of the party’s MP George Ridley. The following year, aged 13, I went to listen to the Clay Cross result as Clement Attlee’s Labour Party swept the board and pushed Winston Churchill out of Downing Street. I’d been assured by Dad that Attlee would be prime minister, defeating the war hero Churchill. We’d fought and dug for victory, benefited from rationing and didn’t want to wind back the clock to the Depression. I’d also never stopped playing football and cricket with the kids from Clay Cross secondary.


Away from Tupton Hall, every evening and weekend I headed down to the miners’ Welfare with its football and cricket pitches. As a schoolboy I kicked or hit a ball with the lads from the bottom end of Clay Cross. Later on, we would be joined by the young men from the Long Rows – two strips of forty-four houses each, including the birthplace of my mother – in the heart of the town. Many of them had already started work in the local Parkhouse Colliery. They acted like they were part of a close-knit society. They talked about the life underground and their language was about the world of work. I noticed the blackened fingernails. I still wore a Tupton cap with the Cavendish colours. They were not asking for help with their homework. They were busily painting a picture of an exciting, albeit dangerous, life underground. I had a Sunday paper round but they had a proper wage and, like my father, were members of the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM).


I joined the crowd and swapped studying for a wage and a proper job. Mam and Dad were devastated. I was rejecting an opportunity they never had for a new life. But their eldest son, at 16, wanted only to follow his father down the pit. It was to be the biggest education of my life.
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