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Eamonn Holmes was born in Belfast and named after the most famous host of This is Your Life, Eamonn Andrews. He followed his namesake into television, becoming the youngest ever regional anchor on ITV. His broadcasting career has stretched over more than a quarter of a century and has made him Britain’s longest serving breakfast-TV presenter. He currently presents Sunrise on SKY News and a number of evening prime-time shows, including The National Lottery Jet Set for BBC1. He has his own radio shows on Radio 5 Live and Magic FM, and a column in the People newspaper. Eamonn has four children and divides his time between living in London and Northern Ireland, and worshipping at his beloved Old Trafford football ground in Manchester.
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To Declan, Rebecca, Niall and Jack. 
I hope that I am as good a parent to you as 
my mum and dad were to me.
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What’s In A Name?

It was my mum’s idea to call me Eamonn, after the TV presenter Eamonn Andrews, who hosted various sports programmes as well as What’s My Line?, Crackerjack!  and, most famously, This is Your Life. He was telly’s first all-rounder.

Eamonn Andrews, good-looking, genial, charming, was, outside Guinness, Ireland’s best-known export to Britain and the country’s most successful broadcaster. Mum adored him. Perhaps she hoped by naming me after him I’d grow up to be like him, and if she did she may well have unwittingly set me on the path to a broadcasting career because I’m convinced that some of Eamonn Andrews rubbed off somewhere.

Television has always fascinated me. When I was little more than a toddler, Mum says I would sit glued to the box saying, ‘One day, I’m going to be on that.’

‘Yes, yes, son, sure you are,’ she’d say, naturally never believing it.

There are not many of us about - Eamonns, that is - not on television anyway. There’s the poet rap artist who got to number one in the charts - Eamon - but he’s only got one ‘n’. Outside that I pretty much have the field to myself, just as Eamonn Andrews did in the fifties, sixties and seventies.

For better or worse, like Gazza, Becks, Jordan and Pelé,  there’s only one of me on the telly, which means that people tend to remember the name - even though some can’t quite get to grips with the spelling or the pronunciation. David Bowie’s wife being one.

‘Eamonn,’ said I, as I introduced myself, smiling and holding out my hand.

The exotic creature in front of me frowned. ‘E-man,’ she said.

I tried again. ‘A-mon,’ I articulated, working my lips around the vowels and syllables to try to help her out. She was from Somalia after all.

The supermodel shook her head. I wasn’t sure where I was going wrong. I was just trying to be friendly. It must be my accent, I thought - I’m not getting through here.

‘Aye-monn,’ I slowly repeated, beginning to sound like a mooing cow.

‘Em-an,’ she bluntly retorted.

Iman was my star guest on GMTV that day and I didn’t want to annoy her. Her arrival in the studio, flanked by a mini entourage, had produced a flurry of excitement. It certainly would have been hard to miss her. She’s about nine feet tall and a striking woman, a beauty who clearly turns heads wherever she goes. And at that moment her pronunciations were turning mine.

Enunciating more clearly - ‘A-MOON,’ I said, ‘like as in space.’

At this she freaked. ‘Im-anne,’ she snapped. ‘My name is Iman!’

Bloomin’ hell. ‘I know what your name is - I’m just trying to tell you mine!’

So much for putting guests at their ease.

I’ve now had a career in TV that spans more than twenty-five years. That’s not bad going; not quite as long as my namesake, but getting there.

So, Mum, you got it right when you decided to name me Eamonn - Amen to that!




ONE

The New Lodge Road

People have got used to seeing me early in the mornings, so much so that over fifteen years at the BBC, GMTV and Sky News they assume I’ve got used to getting up early. Believe me, you never get used to getting up at 3.30 a.m.! As I get into my car at 4 a.m. I thank God for my driver, Vince. However early I’m up, he’s been up earlier. Even when I’m early, I’m late. It’s always a rush to be prepared physically and mentally for that 6 a.m. appointment with the camera. Then again, life started out that way for me. I was born too early for my mother’s birthday despite being two weeks too late for my own …


 



 



I came into the world plain Eamonn Holmes on 3 December 1959, in the Mater Hospital, Belfast. It was very nearly 4 December, but my mother could hold on no longer, despite the pleas and encouragement of the nurses to do so. You see, 4 December was my mum Josie’s birthday, and they all thought it would be a lovely thing if I was born on the same date. As it turned out, we missed synchronising by just fifteen minutes. Although I didn’t get to share her birthday, I did get to share her star sign of Sagittarius and most of her characteristics, including looks, a placid temperament and knock-knees. Well, I got the knock-knees anyway.

Mum and my dad, Leonard, had been married for eleven years at this stage, with one other son, my brother Leonard Paul, who was four years old. Holding on during her birth pangs would have been the last thing on Mum’s mind. It had taken seven years to conceive Leonard junior and, following that, Mum had suffered a miscarriage and then almost lost me four months into her pregnancy.

Now that number-two son had finally arrived, they were faced with the dilemma of what to call me. I would have thought some saint’s name to whom Mum had prayed for my safe delivery may well have been top of her list, and she did indeed cast her eyes upwards for inspiration. But, appropriately, they only got as far as the television set, appearing on which was the heavenly form of then Irish TV pin-up Eamonn Andrews.

Mum put it like this: ‘I looked at him, and looked at you, and you had the same lovely wavy black hair that he had.’

My path in life must surely have been determined from that moment on.

For the first eight years of that life, home was a red bricked terraced council house on the New Lodge Road, in Belfast. Number 161. Our front door opened straight onto the street. It may have been public pavement but it was outside our door and, like most of our neighbours, we claimed it as our own, complete with the old gas lamppost that was part of it. It must have only been six feet wide but it was ours to play hopscotch on or for my mum and dad just to stand there and talk to the world going by. Those were the days when people tended to take a bit more responsibility for what was around them. It may have been the council’s duty to sweep the street, but as far as my mum and plenty more like her on the road were concerned, this was their bit of land and it was up to them to keep it clean. I remember to this day her technique of kneeling on a mat, scrubbing brush in  hand, dipping into a big bucket of soapy water. The result was a beautiful arc of suds, the exact span of her arm. Then would come the bucket of clear water and everything was rinsed spotless.

You stepped from our glistening pavement into a narrow hallway. To the right was a small front parlour. In fact, everything was small, but perfectly formed. The parlour was what was termed ‘the good room’ and was rarely used except at Christmas or funerals. Behind that was our living room, complete with fireplace and, under the staircase, the ‘coalhole’. In previous years, that’s where coal would have been kept but, for us, it mostly held an assortment of shoes and welly boots or water boots as we call them in Belfast. Did it rain more in those days or were water boots just part of every child’s kit in the early sixties? Not a winter went by that me and my brothers weren’t fitted up for a new pair - always black. Our duffel coats hung in the coalhole as well - again, always black, with big wooden toggles.

The living room led on to what was known then as a scullery - a kitchen in today’s parlance. The toilet was in the yard, the walls of which my dad kept impeccably whitewashed, with the edges black-tarred. Upstairs, there were two bedrooms. There wasn’t a bathroom: we bathed in a pink baby bath in the living room.

My mum was incredibly house-proud, always cleaning. Everything was spotless, including us. Some people compete with their neighbours in terms of having a better car or nicer curtains. With Mum the biggest sin was if we ever looked scruffier than anybody else’s children. There was no excuse for filth, in her mind. ‘Soap and water doesn’t cost much,’ was her mantra. No matter how bad a hand life dealt anyone, she always felt you could still look the part even if you weren’t the part.

Nobody in the New Lodge had a garden. We’d play on what  was known locally as the spare ground, an old Second World War bombsite a few doors down. It was nothing much, just a piece of wasteland where a couple of houses once stood, but we’d amuse ourselves digging up worms and using it as a dirt track for our Matchbox, Dinky and Corgi toy cars. Whatever the game, the result was the same: we would end up filthy! My mother would despair. ‘Would you look at the state of your fingernails, ’ she’d say, exasperated, when we came home. Out would come the pink plastic bath and the scrubbing brush.

The New Lodge Road was a bustling place on which to live. It was a tight community of Coronation Street-type houses surrounded by shops. In these days of out-of-town retail developments and housing estates where so many of us are dependent on cars to get anywhere, think of the thrill it was to have shops across the road, to the right, to the left, and on almost every corner.

There was Giffen’s the butcher, Morelli’s ice-cream parlour, Hamilton’s wool shop, the Nu-Look fish and chip shop, and the almost space-age launderette, where not only could you wash your clothes but you could wash yourself in a coin-operated shower cubicle. I’m pretty sure no house on the road had a bathroom so there was money to be made charging people for their wash and brush-up.

We had McKelvey’s paper shop, a chemist’s opposite, and beside that Torbett’s, where you could buy warm bread and lemonade in little shot glasses at a penny, tuppence or thruppence. Shops were more magical back then. There were more smells, there were weights and measures - all sorts of brass weighing machines and glass receptacles - and lots of brands that have long since disappeared from our lives. Whatever happened to Spangles, Aztec bars, Fry’s 5 Boys chocolate, Spanish Gold sweetie tobacco and even sweetie cigarettes?

There was a little theatre for plays and functions where way back then a young local lad called Ciarán Hinds was treading the boards. He went on to tread much more salubrious ones and appeared in a number of feature films including The Phantom of the Opera and Calendar Girls. Perhaps many of you will remember him most of all for his role as Julius Caesar in the BBC epic,  Rome. There was even a cinema at the top of the road, the Lyceum, a marvellous Edwardian building. Add to that a number of pubs like Lynch’s and the Plough and the Stars, and there was never any need to go anywhere else for anything. It was all there, all within a hundred yards of our front door.

The biggest thrill of all was the shop beside us - Katie Hughes’s grocery store. Better still, her children, Thomas and Margaret, were our playmates. Although she was called Katie Hughes, she was actually Katie Morrison, married as she was to Tommy. There was a habit in those days of women being referred to by their maiden names. Not only that, they often addressed each other as Mrs This and Mrs That, however long they might have known one another, never ever using Christian names. Katie’s shop was one big adventure. It smelled of soil, of fruit and vegetables, of beetroot boiling in her back kitchen before being sold on the front counter. Today it would probably be closed down by the Food Standards Agency but those were the days when few things were pre-measured or pre-wrapped. Things were weighed using big pounds and ounces scales, the fruit and veg was covered in soil, there were no carrier bags - you took your own shopping basket - and everything that had to be wrapped was wrapped in either brown paper or newspaper. The cabbages, cauliflowers, potatoes, lettuces, carrots, tomatoes, apples and oranges were all arranged in heavy sacks or lightweight balsa wood boxes. You could even buy your tea loose from a chest, and that wasn’t the only thing  that was loose. All this natural produce brought little visitors as well. Cockroaches, spiders and, worst of all - mice! To this day I hate mice and Katie Hughes’s shop is to blame.

The fireplace in our house backed up against the wall where Katie stacked her potatoes - sacks and sacks of them. Obviously, there was some sort of hole where the little rodents could sneak through. The result was that 161 New Lodge Road often resembled a scene from Tom and Jerry. There were mouse-traps with big lumps of cheese everywhere and best of all was something you wouldn’t believe unless you actually saw it with your own eyes … the coalhole door, behind which our water boots were stored, had one of those half-moon-shaped holes at the foot of it, the like of which you have only seen in a cartoon. It was a real mouse hole and most of the little buggers lived in there. Sharing your home with a mouse is one thing - sharing your water boot with one is something else.

I must have been about four and Mum had just fastened me up in my duffel coat and put my gloves on. All that remained before I was ready to face the rain and the puddles were my boots. One foot went in no problem. The second faced an obstruction. My toes couldn’t quite get in the whole way. What could be stopping them, I thought, as I turned the boot upside down? A big brown mouse was the answer! Out it darted and scarpered the way they do back into the coalhole. I’ve never worn a pair of wellies since without kicking them over in advance.

Granda Holmes died ten years before I was born, but I heard the stories about him. He was a respected figure on the Lodge Road, a coalman with a horse and cart. I believe the horse was called Shirley, and it was a name that lived on in our lives, as Daddy subsequently referred to his carpet van by the same name. I know it sounds strange but that van was so  temperamental it definitely had a life of its own. He had to coax it to start, he had to coax it up hills, always with the encouragement, ‘Come on, Shirley, come on, girl.’ I tell you it would have been easier getting around on my granddad’s horse and cart. As a boy, my dad would have gone with him on his rounds. I wasn’t aware of huge deprivation in the area but people weren’t always able to pay their bills. Both jobs and money were hard to come by and looking back I can remember hearing the adults talking, telling tales of how drink and gambling had ruined many a family. What I also recall is the less people had the more they seemed happy to share.

Granda Davy Holmes had a nature that he obviously passed on to my dad. He was quite easy-going about money - too easy-going. ‘Pay me when you can,’ he’d say. And if the customer expressed doubt he famously added, ‘Sure, if you don’t pay me, God will.’ As anyone in TV contracts departments will know, it’s a phrase I still use to this day!

In the end, it wasn’t people’s bad debts that caught him out, it was breathing in all that coal dust which ended not only his delivery round but sadly also ended his life.

 



I was still a baby, just a year old, when my second brother Brian was born. Three of us shared the back bedroom, me and Brian in a double bed, Leonard with a single bed all to himself.

I’ve no doubt my parents must have struggled to make ends meet at times with such young boys and that things can’t have been easy, but we were always well fed and well turned out. I don’t remember feeling cramped in our tiny terraced house, but clearly there can’t have been much room, especially since we also had my dad’s mum, Granny Ellen Holmes, who was ill with dementia, living with us for a while. Goodness knows how we all squeezed in.

I don’t remember much about my Granny Holmes, but I do remember my last meeting with her. One day Brian and I got up with the larks. I was just four years old and Brian was three. No one else in the house had stirred yet, so off we went playing, tumbling down the stairs until a bit of horseplay ended up with us falling against the parlour door and ending up in the ‘good room’ itself. Inside, taking up most of the space, was a large box on legs. It had polished sides and shiny metal handles. Curious, we put our hands on the edges and slowly pulled ourselves up on our toes. Our little eyes peered over the edge to get the fright of our lives - Granny Holmes lying there, eyes shut, white as a ghost, dead! She was laid out in the parlour for the wake, though no one seemed to have remembered to mention it to us. I tell you, the shock of seeing her ‘tattie bread’ as we would say in Belfast scared the life out of us as well. Back up those stairs we went two at a time and straight under that candle-wick bedspread until Mum and Dad came to wake us.

That experience about summed up what living in such a close community was all about. The whole cycle of life to death was shared by all around. When Mum was pregnant with me and she had a threatened miscarriage at four months, little though he was, my four-year-old brother Leonard raised the alarm by running next door to Katie Hughes in her shop. Help was always at hand, people were there for each other, and never more so than at funerals.




TWO

Angel on My Shoulder

I’ve often been on my own in life, especially working away from home and family, but I’ve never felt alone. Even though I’ve been left to make so many decisions by myself, I’ve always felt guidance and direction. It could be a sort of confidence, it could be because I’m a great believer in fate, or it could be because I feel an angel on my shoulder.


 



 



Granny Holmes may have been my first experience of a dead body, but that was only to prove to be my induction. Abhorrent or morbid it may seem to many of you now, but in sixties Belfast, Catholic children in particular were constantly brought to wakes to pay their last respects. Unlike today, where most people are ‘laid out’ in funeral parlours, the dead we visited were in the front parlour at home. You would never have needed an address for the wake house; it was always easy to spot.

In those days nobody had Venetian blinds. Windows were covered in paper blinds on a spring-loaded roller, pulled down by a tassel. It was always a big thing to go to the hardware shop to have them replaced. After two years or so the sunlight would turn them yellow and the hardware man would rip off the old paper and have replacements cut to whatever length you wanted tacked on to your existing wooden roller.

At the wake house every blind was drawn.

The scene was always the same: adults dressed in dark clothes huddled together speaking in whispered tones, one or two men outside the front door, having a smoke. You would never have seen a woman smoking in public: they were all inside. Maybe there would be wailing, maybe there would be laughing, maybe there would be prayers. The skill for us kids was to get in, pay our respects and out again before someone had the bright idea of saying the rosary. That was worse than seeing the corpse! Mum and Dad would pay their respects, though Dad was more of a funeral person than Mum. If the truth be told, I think it was because he quite liked all the socialising that went with them. Then someone from the bereaved family would come out with the line us kids would dread. ‘Would the children like to say their goodbyes?’ No, we bloody well wouldn’t - but we had no say in the matter. Off we would be shepherded to gaze into coffin after coffin of aunts, uncles, neighbours, friends of Mum and Dad, acquaintances of Mum and Dad, and acquaintances of acquaintances of Mum and Dad. Granted, some of these occasions were very sad, but since me and my brothers were in the age range of between five and twelve during these experiences, they tended for us to be more scary than sad. Especially when some twisted old hag, usually with rosary beads in her hand, would suggest, ‘Why don’t you kiss Aunty/Uncle/Mr/Mrs goodbye?’ Nowadays most kids would answer that with, ‘Why don’t you just piss off?’ We didn’t say that with our lips but our faces must have given the game away. Silently and without objection, but full of fear and trepidation, we did what we were told - touching the clasped hands of the deceased while placing a small kiss on the head. If you have never touched or kissed a dead body in a coffin, let me tell you they all feel the same -  cold and hard. The difficult bit done, we were usually rewarded with a glass of lemonade, or ‘mineral’ as it was called.

In fact, when it came to soft drinks Northern Ireland was spoilt for choice. Not only were we famed for our mineral production with factories around the city but we had two types of lemonade - white and brown. Those were the colours, incidentally. Generations of Ulster folk abroad would create confusion by asking for a vodka and white, or a whiskey and white. In England, bar staff would often mistakenly think we were referring to a brand of lemonade called White’s, which does exist. The answer would come back, ‘We haven’t got any White’s,’ prompting us to add to the confusion by saying, ‘Then brown will do.’ Of course, they definitely wouldn’t have any of that because we are the only ones who make it.

Drinking is an essential part of Irish Catholic wakes, which generally start with tea and minerals and quickly progress to stout and spirits. Even the priest works up a thirst after the prayers. Many may criticise us for the way we deal with death, but what’s the choice? Bottle it up, deny that it has happened, not say your goodbyes, not share the tears and, with them, the memories that bring some laughter as well? There is no easy way to deal with bereavement but I’ll settle for our way.

My mum’s dad, Granda Fitzsimmons, died on 2 November 1955, long before I was even thought of. It must have been a terrible time of anguish and grief for my mum, having given birth to my eldest brother Leonard just three weeks earlier. All these years on, there’s still a picture of my granda in his army uniform on her mantelpiece. Private Jack Fitzsimmons was a soldier with the Irish Guards. He left his job at the Belfast Telegraph to fight during the First World War after his brother was killed in action, only to suffer a terrible shrapnel injury himself.  Although he recovered, his war wound needed attention for the rest of his life.

When he died, the one piece of consolation my mother held onto was the fact it was All Souls’ Night. All Souls’ Night is a feast in the Catholic calendar that comes after All Saints’ Day and Hallowe’en. The saints’ day is 1 November, but 2 November is reserved for those passing between the physical world and the spiritual world. The priest who gave Granda Fitzsimmons the Last Rites told Mum that he died on the most special of days, when the gates of heaven are truly wide open and God is in a particularly welcoming mood. It appears that All Souls’ Day is a bit like an open day for heaven with a lot of folk who have passed on coming out to take the hand of those who might fall prey to the lure of the devil, with words to the effect of, ‘Hey, why don’t you try out this heaven place - it’s got great facilities.’

It means that come All Souls’ Night most of those in the spirit world are on an evening out. In common with many people of her generation, my mother would pay heed to the tradition of leaving out a piece of food and a drink for any souls who would be wandering through our home. For us kids it was a scarier night than Hallowe’en. When we would come down the next day, sure as heck the glass of whiskey or water or the biscuit or sandwich would have a sup and a bite taken from them. A good few years were to pass before we realised that it must have been Dad doing what he did best as a practical joker. Thing is, after he died Mum continued to leave out the drink and the snack and come morning somebody had still had a little sample of both. I hope for her sake it’s him that’s doing it.

Always as a child I was aware of being surrounded by people. That doesn’t happen so much nowadays. Families break up, communities break up, and an increase in living standards  means fewer of us are dependent on those around us for help. Who now ever asks their neighbour for a cup of sugar or a half bottle of milk, or even to use the phone? They did when I was young. People are more independent, they are more affluent, families are smaller, and so often nursery schools take the place of grandmothers. I’m delighted to say that even in the brief few years that I was aware of her, nothing could ever take the place of my mum’s mum, Granny Fitzsimmons.

Outside seeing her in her coffin, I’ve no strong recollection of my father’s mother, Granny Holmes, even though she lived with us. Although my Granny Fitzsimmons lived a mile and a half away, all my grand-maternal memories revolve around her. I don’t know if she was special or I was just special to her. Mum tells me I bear a strong resemblance to my Granda Fitzsimmons, which may have something to do with the closeness between me and Granny.

I was only six when she died but to this day I remember what her hair was like, what her glasses were like, how her hands felt, what her voice sounded like, what she wore, and even how she smelled. Funny how smells stay with you. There are attractive smells and clean smells, warm homely smells, comforting smells, and then there are all the opposite smells of people who however nice they might have been in your life you just remember for one thing - that they stank! Whether it was their breath, their body odour, their clothes, their feet or worse, all their redeeming qualities would be forgotten in place of their smell. My sense of smell must be heightened. My son Niall constantly reminds me that I am obsessed with how things smell, and recalls how after warning him and Declan they were not to eat in their beds, I raided the room saying, ‘Who’s been eating Wagon Wheels in here?’ - Niall’s point being, ‘Wagon Wheels don’t even have a smell and he can still smell them!’

Granny Fitzsimmons smelled of lavender water. Things like that stand out.

From Granny Fitzsimmons I could see where my mum got her standards of cleanliness - standards which have always remained important to me down through the years. I’ve always believed that a clean car goes better, and a clean house makes me feel right at home.

My best days were days when Granny collected me from school. Off we would walk from Holy Family Primary in Newington Avenue across the Limestone Road and into Alexandra Park to feed the ducks and swans. It was here one day that she told me, ‘I have so many grandchildren but you are my favourite.’

At the risk of offending my many many cousins, she may also have told that to all of you, but I believed it. It made me feel special and increased my incredible affection towards her. When I remember that day now I think there was another reason she told me that. She was seventy years of age and by then she must have known she was dying of breast cancer. She’d had an operation the year before and was told she was fine, but it turned out the cancer had spread into her bloodstream and she was never really well again. As a six-year-old I wasn’t made privy to how bad things were with her, except for one visit to her sick bed in the Mater Hospital. The next thing I remember is being told that she was dead, and the laying out of her body at her home where she lived with my aunt May and my uncle Tommy Banks in Cranburn Street.

Cranburn Street was the street beside St Malachy’s College, in those days an elite Catholic grammar school which folk like us probably wouldn’t aspire to. It was the breeding ground for Belfast’s Catholic hierarchy, those that went into medicine, law and the priesthood. How ironic that one of the few pictures I  possess of Granny Fitzsimmons has the college behind us. I look at that picture and it’s as if she’s saying, ‘Don’t worry, son, you’ll go there one day too.’

Her wake was over the usual three days. Days of tears, prayers, laughter, smoking and drinking, more tears and more prayers, before she was laid to rest beside her beloved Jack, Granda Fitzsimmons. Granny was gone but she wasn’t out of my life. I was always aware of her thoughts, her words, her guidance, always aware of her protection, of that little smell of lavender in the air. Was I mad? I don’t think so.

Twenty-one years after her death, I was in the same room as the world-famous British medium Doris Stokes, fifteen minutes away from a live transmission of the Open Air programme on BBC 1. My fellow presenter Patti Coldwell was to interview Mrs Stokes, who was the star of that day’s show. Doris, though, pushed Patti aside and beckoned me to cross the room. She told me that she knew I wasn’t due to interview her but she felt a presence around me more than anyone else there that day. She told me I had a guardian angel protecting me who was standing by my side right then. She then became more specific. ‘Her accent is much much stronger than yours - she’s hard for me to understand. But her name is Maggie and she says she’s your grandmother.’

My grandmother’s name was Maggie and although intrigued by what Doris Stokes was telling me, strangely, I wasn’t particularly surprised. I always had that confidence that Granny Fitzsimmons was looking over and after me. Although the floor manager of the programme was now keen to get her into the studio in time for transmission, Doris quickly told me that Maggie had a message. It was very specific and was for ‘the couple who were married with my ring’. This meant nothing to me, but as soon as the programme was over I phoned my mother and told  her what had happened and the puzzle of ‘the couple who were married with my ring’. Without pause for thought, Mum told me they were my cousin and godmother, Maureen, and her husband, Ray McGrady. The message I relayed to Maureen reduced her to tears, but at the same time gave her great hope.

Doris Stokes, the country’s most acclaimed medium, was to be the first of her kind to tell me that my grandmother was my guardian angel, but somehow I didn’t need anyone to tell me. I already knew.




THREE

Early Influences

In this celebrity-obsessed society of ours it seems that the plaudits often go to the least deserving people. But hey - that’s showbiz! Real life is a much tougher place in which to pick up praise. One of the great pleasures of my working year is to host the National Teaching Awards for BBC2. Now these are the sort of people we should be holding up as role models for our kids. I hope like me you’ve had a teacher who has made a difference, someone who has helped you become the person you are today.


 



 



When I started Holy Family Primary School, I remember mum watching anxiously from the other side of the railings. Come lunchtime she was there to meet me. Actually, she had never gone away. She had been there the whole time, just in case I’d taken against my new surroundings and decided to make a run for it. It didn’t happen then and it would never happen throughout my fourteen years of education at primary and grammar school. So much is made of the horrors of the state education system. Maybe I was lucky, maybe, as is often said, the standard is somewhat higher in Northern Ireland, but I can honestly say my school years were some of the best years of my life.

I was from a non-academic home where books were far from  prevalent, and I can remember a roll call of forty-four names in my classes at primary school, yet still I was taught by enthusiastic teachers who made much of what we did seem magical and exciting. The Catholic ethos for the working-class children under their care at Holy Family was very much betterment through education. What I learned in that little primary school gave me the foundations on which to base my whole professional life. Much of what I do today is about having a broad general knowledge. So extensive was the general knowledge that I was introduced to that it makes me question the way children are taught today. Right through my own children’s lives, for instance, matching age for age, there is no doubt that I knew more about the classics in literature and commanded a wider knowledge and diversity in history than they did. Yet they have more qualifications than I will ever have. Ask them to beat me at Trivial Pursuit or quiz games - well, hard as they try, there is only ever one winner there. I suppose it doesn’t make the way youngsters are taught today wrong, it just makes it different. In seven years I had three teachers at primary school - Mrs Devenny for a year, Mrs Cassidy for two years and Mr O’Hanlon for four years. All were excellent, but as I was with Paddy O’Hanlon for the longest he obviously had the most influence on me. He certainly was distinctive, not only in the way he talked but in the way he looked, with red hair and beard and a penchant for strumming the guitar. He opened up the bigger picture to me, he made science interesting, field trips an adventure, sport enjoyable and books magnetic. He also drove a red Volkswagen Beetle, which forty years later is back in vogue.

He had a lot to deal with in that class of forty-plus boys. Not all of us were from settled backgrounds and some had obvious learning disabilities, which may not have been catered for by the  system then. Paddy O’Hanlon wouldn’t shirk from using his leather strap to maintain order and discipline in the classroom. Indeed, I felt it myself on a number of occasions usually for talking or being late for class - surprise, surprise - two habits that still afflict me to this day. I never ever doubted that it was a caring discipline, and I’m sure that many of my classmates felt the same, ten or so of whom, like me, against the odds, made it through to grammar school. We witnessed attacks on our teacher in the classroom from a couple of the lads who were bigger than the rest of us, and who obviously needed to be streamed somewhere else that suited their needs and requirements. To be able to be such an influence for good on young minds of such a wide range of ability, Paddy O’Hanlon will always remain one of the most valued people in my life - in fact, a hero. The world outside that classroom was tough. He gave us the belief that if we knuckled down there was a world for us beyond that world.

While the classroom opened up a world of knowledge it wasn’t about to open up a world of girls. Holy Family actually had two primary schools but it wasn’t until my third year there that I realised this. That’s because a giant dividing wall, along with different start, finish and lunch breaks, conspired to hide the fact that alongside Holy Family Boys’ School there was also Holy Family Girls’ School. It was only in Primary Three, when games took us outside to the playground, that we could hear the voices of girls on the other side of the wall. Outside that I have no other evidence that their school ever existed because I can honestly say that I went through seven happy years without ever seeing a single one of them! Then, having passed my 11-plus, it was off to St Malachy’s College, where once again girls were banned. I have to say Mum liked it that way, constantly reminding her sons that she would always be the most important woman in our lives.

Education was to open up a new role for people of my generation, Mum and Dad’s roles in life were more clear-cut. In their day school was something they did to pass a few years before the inevitability of going out to work. Each knew what was expected of them. She kept the home, he brought home the bacon - and for them it worked incredibly well. There was no competition between them. I have never once heard Mum bemoaning the fact she had no career. She had a job all right, a bloody tough one - bringing up a family and looking after things on a small budget - which she did second to none. Daddy had a job as well - which he also did second to none. He was a carpet fitter.

He went out, earned the money, and on a Friday would throw his wages into a Waterford crystal bowl that was the centre-piece of our dinner table. Mummy would take what she needed to run the house. There was nothing complicated about it.

They had their ups and downs but they were happy and not only loved each other but were passionate about each other. There was never any question that they wouldn’t be together forever.

They met when Mum was just fifteen and Dad was eighteen, catching sight of each other across the street. Mum was head over heels straight away. ‘One day I’m going to marry him,’ she told her friend. It turned out my dad had the same idea. He adored her. ‘My queen, my queen, my Josephine,’ he’d often recite. However much he was in the bad books, she would always melt with that line and the way he would deliver it.

Mum is - how do I put this? - a spirited woman and, whether she cares to admit it or not, likes a row. Dad was much more easy-going. Everybody liked him and he liked a laugh, while Mum was the one with more airs and graces and seemingly more ambition. Dad was a much more basic working-class man, who  never really saw the need to better himself because he was comfortable with who he was. Often, Mum had other ideas. Dad had two modes - work and play. When he worked, boy did he work, and when he switched off he switched off. He wasn’t a drinker but he did like a drink and, in common with a lot of men on a Friday night, felt he deserved one at the end of the week.

There were two bars close by which my dad would use - McLoughlin’s, and Lynch’s at the top of the road. In those days, women weren’t allowed into pubs, and if ever Mum and Dad fell out, she’d say, ‘I know where he’ll be - at that top of the road!’ It was somewhere he could go, as we say in Northern Ireland, ‘to give his head peace’.

Women may have been barred, but amazingly male children were not. If a wife needed to contact her husband urgently, she would send one of her sons in with a note. Now and then Dad would get the Holmes boys into the lounge bar, where cigarette smoke mingled with the smell of stout and the gents’ toilets. There were long polished-brass fittings all around the magnificent darkwood counter, and bevelled mirrors that were more yellow than silver due to all the cigarette smoke. Men in flat caps would ask, ‘What do you want to drink, son?’ Brown lemonade always being the answer because it looked like beer.

The earliest pocket money I remember getting was a 3d bit - that’s three pennies in old money and one and a half pence after decimalisation. That became a sixpenny bit, then a shilling, and two shillings by the time I was eleven years of age. But I never reached that magical half crown unless it was a gift from relatives around birthday time. People don’t give kids money any more. In my day people always gave you money. You got money for all the usuals - like birthdays and passing exams - but also just for when you visited someone’s house where Mum and Dad hadn’t been for a while. My mum and dad  did a lot of visiting - well, Dad did much more than Mum. We could never go in a straight line from A to B without him knocking on someone’s door, and very often not even knocking. It wasn’t until I met my future wife in 1976 that I was made aware that you couldn’t just walk round the back of someone’s house, knock the window and walk straight in un-announced. But people did back then. Well, they certainly did on the New Lodge Road.

The most profitable visits with Dad were on birthdays or after making your first holy communion or being confirmed. First communion and confirmation are two of the great things about being a Catholic; similar ceremonies but different clothes and both incredibly lucrative. First communion at the age of seven involves being dressed in white from head to toe: white shirt, white pullover, white trousers, white ankle or knee socks and white sandals. Finding the white sandals was always the really hard bit. Often they would be some other colour that Mum would cover up with lots of what was called ‘whitening’ from the shoe shop. I’m sure no one has any reason to use whitening any more. It had a slightly addictive smell and was a sort of pasty, chalky, runny solution that dried rock solid and left lots of tell-tale powder marks whenever you walked on someone’s good carpet. In my case the whole white outfit was set off with a red bow tie. A white prayer book and rosary beads completed the look. The whole white thing was to represent the child’s purity and the cleanliness of their soul, having now made their first confession before receiving the blessed sacrament of communion for the first time.

Darn tricky stuff that holy communion. For a whole year we were given lessons in how the wafer was the manifestation of God’s body and blood, how so pure was it - and so impure were we - that to let it touch anywhere but your tongue would be a  sin. Now for anyone who has ever received a communion wafer you will know that it’s a devil for sticking to the roof of your mouth. How many times I must have sinned trying to dislodge it with my fingers and then, worse, let it hit my teeth. I would often have to confess that on a Saturday night in confession and be given a couple of Hail Marys for my indiscretion - but at least it was better than going to hell. Nowadays, not only can you touch the stuff with your hands, you don’t even have to be a priest to give it out.

My soul was enriched with the holy sacrament of communion, but so too was my post office savings account. It was the big earnings pay day that all Catholic children awaited and meant that this would be the best year for Easter eggs, summer toys and Christmas.

On leaving the chapel ceremony, a tour of the houses would begin. Off we trooped to basically anybody who remotely knew us, the older the person you visited happened to be, the better. Although old people have less money they are always more generous when it comes to giving it away. So, in we went to Aunt Bridget’s house - she was always a good giver because she was particularly religious - Uncle Tommy Brennan’s, Aunt Sheila and Uncle Tommy Bell’s, Aunt Phyllis and Uncle Gus Hughes’s, Uncle Christie and Aunt Rosaleen Holmes’s, Aunt May and Uncle Tommy Banks’s. And they were just for starters. Real bonus time were friends of Dad’s. Dad was particularly good at working this circuit but Mum couldn’t really last the pace. The longer the day went on the better, and the more silent the collection. That’s when I first remember seeing paper money. Ten shilling notes - that was really big time, but there were quite a lot of pound notes in there as well. A donation would rarely reach a fiver, but a big thrill was at the end of the day putting all the change into piles and running into Katie  Hughes’s shop and doing a swap - coins for notes. She always appreciated a bit of change for the till.

By the time confirmation came round three years later, religion had to be taken even more seriously. One was older and the stakes were higher. Thankfully they were also higher when it came to the collection round again. The attire for confirmation was much more grown-up: long trousers for the first time, a dark blazer, shirt and tie, shoes that didn’t require whitening, and an adult prayer book and beads. At ten years of age this was when I was expected to renounce Satan and all his works, and renounce drink. As long as this didn’t involve my new favourite Coca-Cola I was perfectly happy, and since these were the days before alcopops there were no temptations to lead me astray. I’m not sure how long the renouncing drink business was supposed to go on - for some people it’s for life; for most of the guys I knew, the next five years was as good as it was going to get.

Confirmation was a scary business. This ceremony would be conducted not by the parish priest but by the big man himself - the bishop. His was the scary picture that adorned every Catholic school in the diocese of Down and Connor and up until then none of us had ever clapped eyes on him. We knew he was important, probably more important than the pope, and we were all warned to be on our best behaviour. Confirmation happened in the evening. It was a real grown-up affair for which you had to have a sponsor - someone who would take the responsibilities of grooming you in the Catholic faith seriously. Since we didn’t know anyone like that, I asked my godmother Maureen’s husband Ray McGrady to do it and he did it very well. Indeed, Ray, I still have that adult prayer book you signed for me to this day. The scariest bit of all though was having to kiss the bishop’s ring. Having completed that task successfully, the money roadshow hit the road again.

Because confirmation was an evening service, there was less time to do the rounds before bedtime, so the hits had to be calculated with precision. For first communion you had all day, probably midday through to nine o’clock in the evening, but now fingers were crossed for a silent collection only - that’s when you wanted the people who would drop you a fiver, no messing about. Thinking back on it, I had such a good round-up that night it’s put me in the mood to renew my vows and renounce the evils of drink once more!

Money like this and whatever pocket money I got went into a Christmas club fund in a newsagent’s on the nearby Duncairn Gardens. I could have lived in that shop. All my needs were there: my weekly TV comic with its stories from Captain Scarlet, Star Trek and Catweazle, but most of all the glass cabinets that contained my cowboys and Indians, and every Airfix kit you could imagine. Although the savings club was designed specifically for Christmas gifts, it was operated all year round. The more we saved, the more we could add to our toy collections, and the easiest way of making money was to collect lemonade bottles.

In those days all big lemonade bottles were returnable to the shop. When you bought a full bottle there was a surcharge of sixpence built into the price, which was refundable when you brought an empty one back. The thing was, very few people could be arsed to do so, which was great news for me and my brother Brian. We became particularly industrious on this front, offering to take empties away for people and always on the lookout in and around people’s bins in the back entries for bottles that had been thrown away. Talk about money for old Coke! The newsagent was so sick of seeing us turn up with empty bottles he started asking us to prove they were bought from him in the first place. We overcame that little problem  by returning them to lots of different shops, or getting some of our easily influenced mates to do the job for us for a small slice of the action. The result was we built up a very healthy toy collection.

As I got older the action figures got bigger. The daddy of them all was Action Man. I had eight different Action Men with costumes ranging from space suits to wetsuits and vehicles ranging from tanks to space capsules.

To this day I remain fond of toys, partly because my father always showed a great interest in what we had bought. It’s a lesson most women would do well to remember when it comes to men. Whatever age we are, most of us at heart are still big kids who like toys. Leonard, Brian and me shared a toy box, an old linen basket sprayed silver, which was our treasure chest. Leonard in particular had some amazing ones, including a bulldozer that had come from America and worked on batteries.

Leonard was a great one for collecting Superman and Batman comics, again from the States, which he stored immaculately under his bed. Under pain of death, no one else was allowed near them, although, never one to follow orders, I would sneak them out and have a read when he wasn’t around. When he caught me there was hell to pay! Often there was a newshound in the stories, a figure in a trench coat and trilby hat. For instance Superman’s alter ego, Clark Kent, was a reporter on the Daily Planet. The world of news - even in comic version - fascinated me as a child.

I was also into Airfix soldiers and models - war planes and battleships - and I collected a brand of figurines called Timpo Toys. My largest collection was of cowboys and Indians, many beautifully mounted on horses, and all with interchangeable weapons, hats and feather headdresses.

Not surprisingly, we all liked Christmas. The tree would go  up in the parlour and on Christmas morning that’s where our presents would be, arranged in individual piles - one for Leonard, one for me, one for Brian.

Life was very happy for us but our house was small - too small, since Mum and Dad obviously still dreamt of a bigger family.

I must have been about seven years old when I overheard them talking about whether he should give up his job working for the Carpet Selection Centre in North Street and set up business on his own as a fitter. In a house that size it wasn’t easy to keep secrets. You were aware of everything that went on. I was anyway. Perhaps I was just nosier than my brothers. It must have been a huge step, giving up a regular wage, but he was convinced it was worth taking a chance. Being his own boss meant more freedom, more flexibility. It might also have meant working harder and doing longer hours, but at least there was a chance to boost his earnings. My dad believed that if your salary was fixed, your options when you hit trouble were too - and I believe he was absolutely right.




FOUR

Gun for Hire


I didn’t inherit any of my dad’s practical working skills. I have no interest in DIY whatsoever and I strongly believe wherever possible you should do what you do well in life and pay somebody else to do what you can’t do well and they can. I did, however, inherit his imagination and his love of the movies, particularly Westerns. Often, the theme is ‘gun for hire’, as in The Magnificent Seven. If you can’t sort your own problem out, as in the case of the downtrodden Mexican villagers, call in someone who can sort it for you. My life as a freelance TV presenter can sometimes be like that. A lot of the pride you get from the job is from taking on a responsibility that, fortunately, producers deem few other presenters can handle. I do it on live TV. My dad did it as a carpet fitter.
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