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Chapter One


Just after Easter, 1967, a door opened in my childhood and let Helmsley in. I was eleven then, the shy son of the vicar of Aughton, a forgotten corner in the Vale of York. The previous Sunday the ancient harmonium in my father’s even more ancient village church had begun wailing like a dyspeptic cow. The tiny evensong congregation had tried their best to sing ‘The day thou gavest, Lord, is ended’, but then gave up the struggle as the organ died. The next evening my dad had scanned the adverts in the York Evening Press and had spotted an organ for sale in Helmlsey. So the following Saturday, Margaret, the organist, her husband, Ian, their two children, Kythe and Ronan, my parents and I crammed into Ian’s Ford Cortina estate car, bound for the North York Moors, over forty miles to the north.


The first twenty-five miles passed reasonably uneventfully as the estate sped along narrow country lanes, seemingly wending its way around three sides of every field. Kythe, Ronan and I were sitting on cushions in the estate’s boot, chatting happily, I-spying sundry tractors and combine harvesters working the undulating farmland, sticking out our tongues at cars behind us when they got too close for comfort. Then, after an hour, the terrain changed: our car stuttered and coughed as it climbed up Sutton Bank, a 500-foot sheer cliff with rock formations spanning all three Jurassic epochs. As the car reared up the 1:4 hairpin bends, we slid down the bare metal floor, our noses slamming into the rear window. Had we not been terrified that the estate’s tailgate might spring open, launching us on the ultimate dry-ski run (or rather dry-cushion run) down Sutton Bank, we might have enjoyed the panoramic views over the vales of Mowbray and York. On a good day you can see the Pennine hills and the Lake District’s mountains shimmering in the west.


No one gave much thought to child safety back then. Every day a tired old bus harvested us twenty-eight local kids to take us to the primary school three miles away. It was driven by Les, a curmudgeonly old guy with an oil-stained flat cap permanently cemented on his head. He had been badly injured when a large metal bar had fallen on him in the garage workshop, all but blinding him. In consequence, the biggest boy in the school used to sit next to him, a self-appointed co-driver, grabbing the steering wheel whenever we veered towards a ditch or hedge.


‘Give me back that wheel, you little bugger!’ Les would curse, a man of few words, most of them Anglo-Saxon.


The locals were very good, and obligingly moved their cars off the road at school start and end times. Any other drivers wisely pulled onto the verge as soon our ancient coach chanced upon their horizon.


Mercifully, there was no Les to hamper our crawl up Sutton Bank. As we reached the top, a dozen gliders hovered above us like eagles circling a prey. We coasted along a high plateau, the North Sea forming a blue horizon thirty miles to the east. After eight miles we sped past an ancient mile post declaring HELMSLEY ONE MILE in gothic lettering, veered to the left and descended sharply. The little town of Helmsley spread out beneath us; numerous red roofs huddled around the Norman church and ruined castle like chicks gathering around their mother hen. We swooped down into the town and through the market square – a spacious piazza flanked on all sides by shops galore, their wares liberally displayed in bright gleaming windows. We glimpsed sides of beef; mouth-watering pork pies the size of saucepans, with jelly oozing out of their crimped golden tops; enormous crusty loaves of bread; row after row of lush-looking cakes with cream cascading down their sides. We drove along narrow, winding cobbled streets whose names curiously all ended in gate; Bondgate, Ryegate, Eastgate and Pottergate all harked back to Viking times. The houses were packed closely together; tiny, terraced cottages built of cream-coloured limestone, two floors squeezed into what would serve as a single-storey bungalow elsewhere, eye-brow windows tucked beneath the eaves.


We drove up and down all these gates, eventually finding Castlegate, where our organ seller lived. As we squeezed along it, a police panda car – a blue and white Ford Anglia – pulled out ahead of us and we parked in its space. We were on the set of Heartbeat twenty-five years before the Yorkshire TV series took the nation by storm – except this was the real thing.


After several polite knocks, the door of number twenty-three was opened by a bleary-eyed, thickset man, dark stubble peppering his unshaven chin.


‘You’ll have come about t’ organ I s’pose. You’ll ’ave to excuse my appearance, I’ve been up all night wit’ Fire Service.’


Still standing on the pavement, we peered through the front door straight into his tiny living room. Over the hearth there was a large, red circular bell with Fire embossed on its centre. The rest of the room seemed to be completely filled with a huge pedal organ – its dark pine finish gave the ill-lit room an even more gloomy air.


‘You can have a go, if you want,’ he offered. ‘It were me mother’s, she had it given her as a lass when she lived in Canada. Then when she married me dad, she had it shipped o’er here. It was during t’ Great War, and boat what were carrying her was chased by U-boats. But t’ buggers missed – sailors always said t’ organ was a lucky charm!’


Margaret squeezed into the room and sat at the keyboard, her feet pedalling the bellows. She grinned broadly as she improvised the Navy Hymn – ‘Eternal Father, strong to save, whose arm doth bind the restless wave!’ En route we had stopped off at Thirsk for lunch, where she and my mum had popped into a pub for a couple of gin and tonics, so she was in a mischievous mood. ‘It seems to have a lovely tone,’ my dad said, nodding appreciatively, as if he was Sir Adrian Boult relishing the LSO. ‘How much do you want for it?’


‘Well, it’s a bit of a family heirloom, as well as our lucky charm. I don’t think I can let it go for anything less than four t’ five pounds.’


‘Well, let’s say four pounds and ten shillings,’ my dad replied, keen to do the deal.


‘Four pounds ten shillings! Four pounds ten shillings! What’s thou talking about? I said forty-five pounds, and I can’t take a penny less. I feel as if I’m giving me ’eritage away, even then. It’s an heirloom, nothing less.’


Faced by 1000 per cent inflation, my dad decided that we all go for a walk around the town to think about the deal.


‘Don’t take too long, mind. I’ve had a lot of interest in me heirloom. If someone else should make me an offer, it’ll be first come, first served, and you’ll lose it!’


A charmless man, hardly a devotee of the Yorkshire saying, ‘If you can’t raise a smile, don’t bother to open t’ shop!’


We strolled up Castlegate – which was predictably overshadowed by Helmsley’s castle. The moors rose steeply ahead of us, terraced houses, art shops, cafes and bookshops lined the street on our left, and a fast-flowing beck gurgled to our right, its bank festooned with daffodils. We turned left and climbed into the castle grounds, their keep broken in two by Roundhead cannon. As we children scrambled up and down the dry moat, re-enacting the Civil War, our parents earnestly discussed whether they should haggle or accept the surly man’s price.


Having exhausted the castle, we visited the church. We were always visiting churches; old ones, new ones, light ones, dark ones. As a child I found their colossal dimensions made me skittish, my head spun, the musty smell of old hymn books sickening me further: I was developing a lifetime’s allergy. But the interior of Helmsley Church was different, covered in vividly coloured murals of vines and oaks and crowds of ancient Britons, anachronistically sporting Mexican moustaches and horned helmets, grudgingly having the Gospel preached to them by a baby-faced bishop. I noticed that many of the ancient Britons looked curiously like our thickset organ seller. Above these pictures stretched another of a red-scaled dragon, twenty feet in length, with an anaemic knight on a paler horse beneath him, piercing his side with a lance. ‘They were commissioned by a fiercely Victorian vicar who stayed here over forty years. I believe the artist used local models,’ I heard my dad telling Ian, in hushed tones, ‘It’s all about Christianity versus paganism.’ My vote went with the dragon; I rather took to him, with his pained eyes, fire breathing from his nostrils, blood spurting from the wound in his belly, his squamous red wings poised for flight. If only there were a few more dragons like him in church, people would come flocking back.


We wandered back down Castlegate and the adults eventually settled on forty-two pounds and ten shillings, with the amount to be paid by cheque.


‘I’ll trust you, since you’re a vicar,’ the organ seller said, defrosting a bit. ‘As long as thou take it away now. You’ve got an estate car, we can strap it to roof!’


Ian looked wide-eyed at the prospect of his – albeit battered – estate car being used for the purpose, but cashing in his heirloom obviously energized our organ seller.


‘I’ll dial t’ fire station and get some of the lads round to give us a hand,’ he said almost cheerfully.


He ran to the red phone box on the corner and almost instantly we could hear the distant fire station’s siren, and the huge bell over the man’s mantelpiece started clanging. ‘It’ll be ringing in t’ other lads’ houses, they’ll soon be here,’ he assured us.


Within minutes, ten clones of our muscular organ seller appeared, still doing up the buttons on their firemen’s black uniforms. They lifted the organ as if it were a feather, their hobnailed boots sending sparks flying as they shuffled over the stone flags, and plonked it down on the car’s roof rack, which sagged under the strain.


‘I’ve got some rope in t’ shed, I’ll let you have it for free,’ the organ seller offered, ‘and we’ll tie it down.’


We crawled out of Helmsley in first gear, with the organ on top groaning discordantly as the breeze blew through its reeds. Looking out of the rear window, we children could see the organ seller and his firemen cronies standing in the road, waving off his heirloom.


‘He made a hard bargain, that man,’ my dad complained. ‘If I never see him again, it’ll be too soon.’


But I did come across him again. You see, thirty years later I buried him.




Chapter Two


I came across the organ again in 1992, when I returned to Aughton, by which time it had had a quarter of a century to settle in its new home. Yet despite nestling in a lofty Norman church rather than a cramped Victorian cottage, and despite now being looked upon by a six-foot-two man rather than a four-foot-eleven boy, it still seemed enormous. Its dark-stained pine bore a fair few scratches, revealing the lighter wood beneath; wounds from its perilous journey from the North York Moors to the Vale of York. The dark stain was also peppered with light dots, like the stars in the night sky; for twenty-five years it had been dive-bombed by Aughton Church’s resident bats, whose acidic droppings had pitted its surface.


‘Come, Thou Holy Spirit, Come’, it droned out, joined by a few discordant voices. The music from the wheezy organ was supplemented by the haunting call of Russian geese flying overhead, their wings beating time against the night air. In the merciful silences of the service, I could hear the dark waters lapping against the churchyard’s south wall. There had been heavy rainfall over Helmsley and the North York Moors for the previous few days which had swollen the River Derwent, making it burst its banks and flood the low-lying meadowland in the Vale of York.


The Derwent’s wending course through Yorkshire made me think of my own circuitous route to this point. We left Aughton in 1970 when my dad was appointed to be parish priest in Scalby, Staintondale and Ravenscar, which covered the dramatic Yorkshire coastline from Scarborough to Robin Hood’s Bay. So at the age of fourteen I was transplanted from sultry countryside to bracing seaside. During the summer holidays here I worked giving change in an amusement arcade on Scarborough’s bustling south bay. After three years we moved again, in the middle of my A Levels, to the lively community of west Hull, with its thriving fish docks and Birds Eye factory. The smell of fish was sometimes so strong that the operating theatre in the local hospital had to be closed, on the simple principle that it was wise to avoid having consultants retch whilst carrying out complex surgical procedures!


During my first year reading Natural Sciences at Cambridge my parents moved again, when my dad was appointed vicar of Keyingham, set in the glorious countryside between Hull and the North Sea made famous by Winifred Holtby’s South Riding. The area consists of very fecund and very flat reclaimed land, and during the long hot summers of the 1970s sported fields of golden corn as far as the eye could see. There is a string of churches between Hull and Spurn Point, mostly dedicated to St Nicholas, the patron saint of sailors, all with high towers or spires to enable the ships to navigate along the treacherous Humber. The wide river is immediately south of Keyingham, with a tiny harbour called Stoney Creek; by night you can see the twinkling lights of the ports of Grimsby and Immingham, seemingly just an arm’s reach away. For six years I spent all my university vacations in Keyingham, working as a cashier in Barclays Bank in the centre of Hull before such creatures became all but extinct – our busy branch had a counter serviced by nine cashiers.


All in all, like the infant Moses, my early life had been a series of rushes. Though I attended seven different schools over my school career, I enjoyed the variety and the chance to start afresh – even to reinvent myself. I was rubbish at games at my secondary school in York, but when I moved to a new school in Scarborough I decided to go for it and be athletic. I was pretty incompetent at physics in York, but in Scarborough I decided to give Einstein a run for his money.


At Cambridge I gained a degree in Natural Sciences and Theology, and spent a further couple of years training to be a priest and working as a tutor in the New Testament and Ancient Greek. In 1981, I was appointed as an assistant priest in a large parish in the southern suburbs of Middlesbrough, with the rounded Cleveland Hills and the winding road to Helmsley on the southern horizon. In Middlesbrough I met and married Rachel, a history teacher, and in 1985, aged twenty-nine, I became the Rector of Monk Fryston and South Milford. This was a parish on the outskirts of Pontefract, home of the Yorkshire coalfield in its death throes following the 1984–85 national miners’ strike. Though sited next to a very pungent pig farm, our vicarage was a lovely, new stone-built house, with a coal-fired boiler keeping us and our growing family warm 24/7 – Rachel gave birth to our daughter, Ruth, in 1985, Hannah in 1988 and Clare in 1989. In 1991 the Archbishop of York appointed me as his chaplain, and we moved to live in Bishopthorpe, three miles south of York.


Back to Aughton in 1992: the water lapping, the birds calling and the wings beating were all redolent of the Spirit of God, which had hovered over the abyss in the opening chapter of Genesis, willing order out of chaos. It formed an appropriate backdrop for tonight’s service, which was a confirmation, with the Archbishop laying his holy hands on the candidates, celebrating God’s Spirit being with them as cherished children of God.


‘Candidates’ is a bit of an exaggeration – there were only two to begin with, so hardly an evangelistic success story on the parish’s part. Then one had dropped out, with no explanation, simply not turning up. The service’s start had been delayed whilst we waited, with the vicar to-ing and fro-ing to the porch, willing her to come. ‘She’ll just be putting the children to bed, she’ll be along in a minute.’ And then, ‘Her husband is very anti, she’ll be cajoling him to come with her.’ And finally, ‘Oh dear, oh dear, she’s not coming. We’d better start without her.’ His voice was full of sadness; all the encouragement, all the patient instruction, come to nothing.


At least there was still one candidate. A little plump girl in her best pink party frock, who dangled her legs self-consciously and stared vacantly at the ancient dog-toothed chancel arch throughout the Archbishop’s erudite sermon. Although the church was sadly devoid of people, for me it was full of the ghosts of people I remembered from my childhood, now no longer with us. The service over, we packed our cases, trudged back over the stony path and left the church behind, its dark limestone silhouetted against the clear starlit sky. The lapping water and beating wings waited for the next time.


There were lots and lots of next times; venues other than Aughton, with all sorts of wonderful things coming to birth. When I was offered the post of Archbishop of York’s chaplain in 1991, it seemed the once-in-a-lifetime dream job, basically playing an aide-de-camp to the Archbishop’s general. His chaplain accompanied him everywhere, making prior arrangements so everything went smoothly, as well as dealing with all the letters, calls and callers that came the way of such a high-profile archbishop. That was only half the job – the other half was being Director of Ordinands, taking people from their first stirrings for ministry right through to their initial post.


The Diocese of York stretches from the Tees to the Humber, from the A1 to the North Sea, and I knew it well – I had lived in eight different parts of it. I had a little bit of experience under my belt, having worked as a parish priest for ten years, and I was thrilled to say yes to the Archbishop’s offer. Within eight weeks we had moved from Monk Fryston to Brew House Cottage in Bishopthorpe Palace grounds. The cottage was delightful; the former site of the kilns where beer was brewed to slake the thirst of the countless workers who tended the nine acres of palace grounds and farmed the surrounding countryside. All the farmhands had long since gone, with just a couple of gardeners remaining; their sit-on lawnmowers doing the work formerly done by fifty manual labourers. Ruth, Hannah and Clare were thrilled by their new home, and gambolled around the parkland surrounding the Archbishop’s palace, their very own private garden of Eden. The palace itself was just as exciting; a vast hall and chapel built beside the River Ouse in 1215, with equally vast bits added as the years went by, reflecting the varying architectural styles of subsequent centuries. As if there weren’t enough bedrooms already, one archbishop in the nineteenth century had lowered the ceiling of the thirteenth-century chapel and installed bedrooms in the roof-space to accommodate his sixteen children. Those bedrooms now served as spacious studies for the Archbishop and me, with our windows overlooking the busy Ouse; barges and noisy boat trips from York city centre distracting us from our many tasks. The larger boats had guides on board, broadcasting snippets about the palace and its archbishops to entertain their passengers. The snippets weren’t always that accurate, so from time to time the exasperated archbishop would lean out of his high study window and bawl out a corrected version for the benefit of the startled trippers, who no doubt mistook these booming tones from on high for the voice of God. It must have all added to the entertainment.


The new job was highly demanding. If a problem could have been solved elsewhere, it would have been long before it got to us, so those that crossed our desk were fiendishly complex and often insoluble. Apparently, a previous archbishop had had a drawer marked ‘Too difficult’ where he filed the impossible stuff, and as I settled into the job I could see his point. My learning curve was very steep; I had to quickly bring myself up to speed with the complexities of a problem, make an informed decision and implement it. One new bishop, who for the previous twenty years had been vicar of a large, tough parish in Portsmouth, claimed that he had to solve more problems in his first week as a bishop than in the previous two decades.


Fortunately, John Habgood, the Archbishop of York, was immeasurably wise, and I could depend on him to guide me. He was a tall, donnish man in his mid-sixties, who had previously served as Bishop of Durham, principal and vice-principal of two theological colleges, and as a parish priest in both South Kensington and Jedburgh, in the Scottish Borders. He was the most tender of family men, with a highly talented wife who taught violin and piano, and four children. Both his father and his daughter were doctors and in many ways he approached church problems like a GP, calm and collected, desiring a cure; his nickname was The Saviour because he always kept calm and came up with a solution. Privately, however, he was a very a shy man with little time for small talk, and his great intellect gave him an intimidating air. Trying to make conversation with him at a church bunfight was painful; it was as if he had a machine in his chest which emitted invisible rays which scrambled your mind, paralysing any attempt to put two words together. Because he wasn’t a chatty sort, and liked to think and write while travelling, he had an absolute rule of silence in the car. We covered about 25,000 miles per year driving to various events, which made for an awful lot of silence. I only once broke the rule, when we narrowly avoided a reckless pedestrian just before York’s city walls.


‘Well done, Gordon, you handled that very well,’ I said to calm our rattled driver.


‘Will you two be quiet? I am trying to work back here!’ a voice boomed from the back.


On another occasion he broke his own rule. We were driving to a confirmation on a narrow country lane across the North York Moors, with heavy snow showers blowing in horizontally from the North Sea. As we battled against the drifts and neared our destination we saw an old lady hobbling ahead of us, making painfully slow progress with her head bowed against the wind, the snow sticking to her coat and scarf and turning them white.


‘Gordon, stop a moment, we must pick her up,’ the Archbishop commanded.


We stopped and the old lady bundled herself into the back of the car, and we continued our journey, though not going much faster than she had been walking.


‘Let me introduce myself,’ John Habgood began. ‘I’m the Archbishop of York and I’m taking a confirmation at Easington.’


‘Yes, I know, my grandson’s being done; that’s where I’m going,’ the old lady replied, distinctly unimpressed.


‘And this is Gordon, my driver,’ the Archbishop continued.


‘Oooo, very nice,’ said the old lady. ‘You’ve done well for yourself; having a chauffeur!’


The Archbishop looked distinctly miffed. ‘And this is David, my chaplain,’ he wearily concluded. This was a long conversation for him.


The old lady leant forward and peered at me intently, her eyelashes still covered in snow. ‘Oh, I know him already. I used to sit in for his mum and dad when he was a baby.’ I turned around and smiled as she continued. ‘You won’t remember me, luv, but I lived just up the road from your mum and dad in Lingdale – I’d keep an eye on you while they went to the pictures in Guisborough for the odd night out. You were a beautiful baby, with bright red hair. You slept like a top and never gave me any trouble.’


We continued the rest of the journey in silence.


The Archbishop had begun his professional life as a scientist in Cambridge, just after the Second World War; his first published work was entitled The Transmission of Pain in Frogs’ Legs. He was a bit of a Heath Robinson, cobbling together scientific equipment from components he had hunted out in Marshall’s Airfield in Cambridge, which in the late 1940s was a graveyard for redundant Lancasters. Treating it like a scientists’ car boot sale, he had fished out a rusty bomb sight. With the help of the odd valve, he had converted it into a cathode ray oscilloscope sensitive enough to measure electrical current along nerve canals. He held a vivisection licence, and as well as experimenting on the frogs which provided the catchy title to his first tome, he also experimented on stray cats which he and his colleagues had culled during midnight raids in Cambridge’s dark backstreets. I once came across an article by the future archbishop in a learned journal of physiology, exploring the electrical conductivity of the various parts of a cat’s spinal column, which contained the chilling phrase, ‘If one merely cuts off the cat’s head’. When measured by the sensitivities of a later age, such experimentation seems callous and barbaric. Yet as the world reeled from a war which had killed millions, with further millions injured and paralysed and aching for a cure, it is perhaps unsurprising that the suffering of the odd cat or two seemed to pale into insignificance.


Nevertheless, I side with Aloysha, the hero of Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers Karamazov. His brother poses the hypothetical question whether, if he could cure all the ills of the world by making just one child suffer, would that heady end justify the modest means? Aloysha, to his credit, says no: the tears of just one child are too high a price.


After a conversion experience in the early 1950s, John Habgood felt the call to ministry, and brought the same clinical precision to faith and theology that he had exercised as a scientist, although thankfully steering clear of vivisection. His talks were masterly, although he often misjudged his audience, conferring a greater intellectual calibre on them than they actually possessed. One visit in particular springs to mind, to a sixth form in Mirfield in West Yorkshire. The Archbishop was supposed to speak to the A Level science stream, but unfortunately the brighter students happened to have been withdrawn to practise for a choral performance later in the day.


‘Does anyone here want to read Biology at university?’ he began, in quite an upbeat way. Not a single hand was raised. ‘Let me tell you what I did at university,’ he continued, still upbeat. ‘I read Pharmacology and Physiology; does anyone know what those two subjects involve?’ Even the biology teacher looked nonplussed, let alone the class. ‘Well, pharmacology is the study of how drugs affect the body . . .’ he continued, oblivious to a couple of scruffy students in the back row who started to nudge each other as soon as he mentioned the word drugs. ‘. . . and physiology is the study of how the body works and responds. Do you know, I used to experiment on my own body,’ he confided in them, relaxing as he reminisced about his Cambridge days. ‘I once ate a pound of salt to see what it did to my blood pressure. Another time I ate nothing but porridge for a week, and monitored all my excreta to see what affect it had.’


They hadn’t been the most engaged group to begin with, but after this revelation they had the glassy-eyed look cultivated by Tube passengers when a busker gets too close. We decided to quit while we were losing, and beat a hasty retreat.


Despite such occasional missteps, I always felt immensely proud going anywhere with him; privileged to be in the presence of a far greater and holier person than I could ever become. He was the last of the great patricians and being in his company was a real schooling, as if my faith and even my life was taken apart and re-made.




Chapter Three


Everyone I saw in my role as Director of Ordinands was disturbed. About 95 per cent were disturbed by God and the other 5 per cent by God knows what; the trick was trying to suss out what God was disturbing them into doing. In the Bible, God disturbs all sorts. He disturbs women into having babies, disturbs shepherd boys into becoming king, and disturbs prophets into taking on the king. He disturbs very few into being priests. These days virtually all disturbance is seen as a call to priesthood, which can’t be right. Often I had to gently direct people to explore other equally crucial roles, like teaching or lion-taming. The role forced me to look into my own heart and try to figure out why I had become a priest.


I guess a lot of it had to do with inheriting my dad’s mantle. He was born in 1929 in Chesterfield in Derbyshire, weighing in at only 3 lbs, and wasn’t expected to survive. His parish priest was called out to baptize him in hospital and his mum and dad prepared themselves for the worst. But against the odds, he thrived. Sadly, his mum didn’t, but died when he was just three – what started as an ear infection had spread to the brain and killed her. On the day of her funeral, a relative took my dad for a trip to the park, to keep him out of the way. But by the cruellest twist of fate, their walk coincided with the funeral cortege. ‘What pretty flowers!’ my dad piped up when he saw the festooned coffin passing by.


My father’s father quickly remarried an eighteen-year-old girl ill-prepared for marriage, let alone caring for a grieving little boy. Soon coping with pregnancy as well, she started taking it out on my dad; beating him up, locking him in a dark cupboard. His relatives must have cottoned on to the abuse, because he was taken away for a while to stay at his Auntie Jessie’s farm in Ashover – a happy summer holiday during 1934. But his stepmother decided to have a second go at caring for him, only for the beatings to return, culminating in my dad’s arm being broken. The NSPCC took the case to court, with the wicked stepmother facing a long custodial sentence.


And then something unexpected happened. At a pre-trial hearing, my dad’s paternal grandmother intervened and made a plea to the judge, which would avoid sending an expectant mother to jail. The deal was that my dad’s father and stepmother would move out of town, and his grandmother would adopt him and bring him up as her own child.


The judge agreed to the adoption, and my dad’s grandmother proved more than true to her word. She raised him and cherished him, although even their relationship clearly wasn’t all sweetness and light. With several of their own children still around, my great-grandparents simply didn’t have a chair at the kitchen table for my dad, so he had to stand to eat his meals, his mouth barely at table height, his chin resting on the table. He was a slow eater, so was still consuming his meal when everyone else had come and gone, and the family’s fierce tomcat used to sidle up and steal the bacon off his plate.


Had the mean feline left it there, he might have got away with it. But one Sunday morning my dad returned from church to find his granddad wrestling with a sealed barrel which seemed to have a life of its own. Water was oozing from its steel hoops, the barrel was groaning and grizzling, thumping and shaking so much that his granddad could barely keep hold of it. ‘What are you doing?’ my dad innocently asked.


‘I’m trying to drown that bloody cat!’ his granddad replied. ‘It stole the sausages I’d put aside in the larder for my breakfast.’


Though Dad’s granddad was not religious, his grandmother was, and she regularly took my dad along to the newly built church in the heart of their council estate. The church became a second home to him; it had fired his grandmother’s faith, giving her the nerve to tackle the judge and bring light to a terrible darkness. The church made a fuss of my dad, a blond-haired, blue-eyed cherub, and as time went on he joined the choir and became a server. It was a church with a strong devotion to the Virgin Mary, and in my dad’s mind and life the gentle and kind mother of our Lord proved a wonderful substitute for the mother he had lost.


Though he left school at fourteen and found work in a factory office, his heart’s desire was to be a priest. Unthinkable, really, for a beaten-up little lad from a council estate. For his National Service he spent two years in the RAF, serving in Northern Ireland. He was shocked by the poverty there – children walking the streets barefoot in all weathers. Then for eleven years he worked for the Church Army, the distinctly unmilitary wing of the Church of England, which trained unordained working-class lads and lasses to minister alongside clergy in parishes, specializing in outreach and work amongst the marginalized.


After two years’ training, Dad was commissioned as a Church Army Officer and spent a couple of years in Watford before he was posted to Bridlington on the Yorkshire coast. Whilst there he wed my mum, Eileen – they were sweathearts from their schooldays in Chesterfield, and had worked in the same factory – but the parish couldn’t afford to pay and house a married man, so he was moved to Islington, living in a bomb-damaged flat with a leaky roof and filthy bath. My mum couldn’t bear it, so moved back to live with her parents in Chesterfield, where I was born in September 1955. My dad was given the option by his dictatorial boss of having time off for either my birth or my baptism. He chose the latter, so first encountered me at my christening when I was three weeks old.


By the time I was one, my dad had been posted to the quaintly named parish of Boosbeck, near Whitby. At the other side of the North York Moors from Helmlsey, East Cleveland is rather rough and unglamorous, its landscape ravaged by the mines which were such rich sources of iron ore for the string of steel works which lit up the Tees by night. The mines had long since gone but the spoil heaps remained, casting their dark and threatening shadow over the dank villages. We lived in Lingdale, just up the hill from Boosbeck, and one such spoil heap loomed over the whole village. My dad was paid the princely sum of £5 a fortnight – when the churchwarden remembered – and we were housed in a rat-ridden hovel, with an earth closet at the bottom of the garden as our toilet. My earliest childhood memories are of deliberately opting for constipation and worrying my parents no end.


I also recall a strange incident when I was three. My dad was laid up in bed with the flu, but despite his lack of appetite my mum had cooked him a roast dinner, served on a piping-hot plate which was singeing the sheets. ‘Quick, David, fetch a mat,’ my mum shouted, as she and my dad held the plate in relays, passing it on before it burned their fingers. I thought it was a bit of an odd request, but I ran down into the living room and dragged the large fireside rug up the stairs. ‘David, it’s a table mat we needed!’ my mother laughed. So began a lifetime of not quite getting it right.


The desire to be a priest was burning within my dad like that hot plate. In 1958 he went to a three-day selection conference in Sheffield with interviews and group exercises designed to test whether people felt truly called to be a priest, flushing out those who had got God wrong. My dad didn’t hold out much hope; he hadn’t even got a degree, let alone been to Oxford or Cambridge like most of the clergy he knew. Tongue-tied, he didn’t have much to say, other than ‘I feel called to be a priest.’ The conference’s chairman realized that beneath his distinctly un-slick performance there was a genuine, heartfelt call. So my dad was recommended, provided he pass four O Levels, which he duly did, studying by correspondence course late into the night and early in the mornings, with me playing with my tiny Matchbox fire engine by his feet. For his English O Level he wrote an essay about his wedding day which must have cheered the examiner no end – a refreshing change from the adolescent, angst-ridden outpourings of his normal clientele.


He spent two years at Lichfield Theological College, a monastic establishment like most other colleges in the 1960s, unused to having married men in its ranks. There were compulsory daily services early in the morning and late at the night; a regime not far removed from that once practised at Rievaulx Abbey just up the River Rye from Helmsley. Except the medieval monks there didn’t have a warm bed and wife and son waiting for them at home – or at least they didn’t let such things generally be known.


We were housed at number 66, Greencroft, a newly built but very damp council flat in the city. We were lucky – cruel colleges elsewhere wouldn’t allow an ordinand’s wife and family to live within a fifty-mile radius to enforce celibacy during term time. Money was very tight indeed, with just a local authority grant of £100 a year to cover everything. Meals were frugal and breakfast was regularly missed, and whilst five-year-old me didn’t go to school exactly ragged, I was definitely scruffy. The elastic had long since given up the ghost on my underpants, which peeped out from the hemline of my black cotton shorts – a kind dinner lady regularly took pity on me and pulled my pants up for me. My dad supplemented the grant by delivering mail, even on Christmas Day, hopping on and off the running boards of the Royal Mail van. My mum got a temporary job, demonstrating the wonders of instant soup to sceptical shoppers in a local store. We and another college family used to pop in every lunchtime and my mum would call out to my dad as if she had never met him in her life, ‘Excuse me, sir, would you like to try this soup? And would your little boy like to try some?’


Thirty years later, when I was serving as Archbishop of York’s chaplain, I came across my father’s file and noticed that there had been discussion about awarding him an additional £100 per annum during his training, effectively doubling his income. An archdeacon had declined the award, scrawling, ‘No, a little holy poverty will do them good.’ It’s difficult to put into words my feelings as I read that throwaway line. I certainly felt very angry: angry at the sheer stupidity of that tight-fisted man, angry at an institution which should bring light but failed to show any compassion whatsoever. But my over-riding emotion was that I felt immensely sorry for my younger self and my parents, blighted by an unnecessary struggle.


At his ordination in York Minster in 1963, the church in the council estate in Chesterfield which had fired my dad’s faith as a little boy presented him with an expensive red silk stole. Fifty years on from his ordination, though it looks a bit threadbare, I wear it with pride. It keeps me ever mindful that even a beaten-up little boy in a forgotten council estate is not beyond the reach of God.


But though my dad’s vocation fired mine, at some stage you have to fashion faith and vocation to make them your own. In 1966 an event shook not just me but the whole world, and set me on my own path through my faith to vocation. It had been raining for most of the second half of October, causing a coal spoil tip above the South Wales village of Aberfan to collapse. It sped down the mountain, a veritable avalanche, and slammed into the village, engulfing farms and terraced houses and suffocating their inhabitants. Pantglas Junior School took a direct hit, with the classrooms immediately buried under ten metres of slurry. The casualty numbers were appaling; 116 children and twenty-eight adults died. Minutes before the spoil tip collapsed they had been in the assembly hall at the other side of the school, which avoided the worst of the carnage. They were singing ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. Had the already lengthy hymn had a few more verses, they might have been spared.


There are two images from the disaster which have always stayed with me. The first is of a policeman with a taut face, barely able to control his emotions, carrying the crumpled body of a little girl he had rescued from the debris, who had miraculously survived. The second is of the mass funerals; row upon row of little white coffins lined up in their hillside grave. I was off school with a cold and watched that funeral on our black and white TV. Though eleven-year-old boys never ever cry, tears ran down my cheeks as I peered at those grainy images. And then those poor bereaved parents sang their hearts out. I had never come across the hymn before, but it seemed so beautiful, so poignant. I hummed the tune to my dad, and he found it in his hymn book, and I played and played and played it on my recorder, ‘Jesu, Lover of My Soul’, to the Welsh tune ‘Aberystwyth’. It was the tune which caught me, not the words – after all, they had sung the hymn in Welsh, not a language in which many in Yorkshire are fluent. But the tune somehow spoke to me of God weeping with those sorry parents on that South Wales hillside, aching in agony with them.


An exploited valley in an exploited land had suddenly been robbed of its children. The children were my age, I had lived in a village over which a slag heap loomed, so it made the horrible tragedy even more personal. I guess a vocation to priesthood started swirling around that day; the idea that I wanted to spend a life convincing people who were hurting and felt abandoned, even abandoned by God, that God had not actually forgotten them but was so very close to them. God so loved the world that he impaled himself on it, although it took me twenty-five years of further study and reflection to come up with that line.


As a teenager in west Hull I’d enjoyed putting a bit of life and drama into readings from the Bible at the quite formal school assemblies and less formal church services, although I was still very shy and would usually spend an entire afternoon rehearsing a reading. One night our family was watching a rather fanciful ITV series about the Brontës. There was a vivid scene where Charlotte Brontë was kneeling at the altar rail in her father’s church in Haworth, receiving Communion from the curate. Charlotte only had eyes for the impoverished curate, the curate only had eyes for her cleavage, with the backstory that they were falling in love. But it wasn’t their doomed romance which caught my breath. For a fleeting moment time stood still and our dingy west Hull living room seemed bathed in light, charged with God’s grandeur. The conviction suddenly hit me in the eyes that this is what I wanted to be, a priest simply feeding his people.


That conviction stayed with me through the long process of selection, culminating in an interview with the Bishop of Hull in April 1977 which did not go at all well. I was halfway through my degree at Cambridge at the time, and American Evangelist Billy Graham had just led a university mission which had painted a very black picture of humanity and a very scary view of the crucifixion, where God punished Jesus for humanity’s sin. I felt in my heart it was a phoney picture, a spurious fall and an equally spurious redemption. I tended to take a kinder view of humankind, often nobly struggling with all sorts of stuff. And, post-Aberfan, I saw God more as the victim of suffering rather than the author of it, allying himself with all his aching children. I pointed all this out to the Bishop, who had just been moved to Hull from the stunning north Devon coast and was probably feeling a bit miffed as a result. Rather than agreeing with what I thought was a pretty obvious take, he actually subscribed to the view that I had labelled as phoney and sent me away with a flea in my ear. I was not to come back until I had converted all my friends at Barclays Bank, as well as persuading the manager to abolish Barclaycards, which the good Bishop saw as the greatest threat to humanity since the Black Death.


That’s it then, I thought, almost relieved – I could get on with being a scientist and get a life. But the Bishop of Hull’s boss, the Archbishop of York, overruled him and sent me to a selection conference. And the rest, as they say, is history.


I often thought back to that interview over my years as Director of Ordinands, when I picked up one or two tricks to check out whether people had a genuine calling or whether I needed to protect the Church and society from their delusion. Once I was interviewing a guy who was full of himself, informing me of the busiest of days where he led countless people to the Lord, spent hours praying, spent hours helping the needy. As he was spouting on, my secretary walked in with a tray of coffee and tripped, and the boiling coffee landed in my lap, scalding me. While I writhed in agony she tried to dab my lap with a paper handkerchief, but quickly thought better of it. All this time my interviewee was waffling on about all his good works, without noticing the crisis going on under his very nose. At the very least priests should be attentive and good listeners, so I decided he was out.


Another time I had a vicar waxing lyrical about a candidate about whom I had reservations. I asked the vicar to imagine himself very ill in a hospital bed, with his candidate visiting him as his parish priest. How did he feel? There was a long pause, ‘I could only cope with him if I was well,’ he admitted.




Chapter Four


In 1995, John Habgood retired and was succeeded by David Hope, who had previously served as bishop of both London and Wakefield. The son of a Wakefield builder, he was very friendly and grounded – at ease in Yorkshire. He never stood on ceremony. Essentially, he was a parish priest among parish priests; realizing the high price that priests paid as they walked with those in deep darkness and sorrow, trying to be Christ to the world and see Christ in the world. He would ring up, simply for a friendly chat, ‘Hallo, it’s David here, how are you doing?’ He would listen and give advice, and even get angry and come out with a few choice Yorkshire phrases when he felt one of his priests was battling against intolerable situations or people. The story goes that when David Hope was a vicar in London and lustily singing a hymn during a Eucharist, a frosty server came up to him and said, ‘Our tradition is that the priest doesn’t sing during a service, Father.’


‘I’m the vicar, it’s my bloody church, and if I want to sing I’ll sing, so there,’ David Hope responded; argument over. He was just great. During his first two years I arranged a sort of royal tour of the Diocese of York for him. During the tour we visited the North Sea gas terminal at Spurn Point; the narrow spit that unfurls itself across the northern mouth of the Humber like a lizard’s tongue.


‘Ooooh, that’s a big flame, you could light a few cigs with that,’ the Archbishop quipped.


We visited the Portaloo factory in York and spent an amazing length of time there, not just admiring their loos, but also the plushest designer changing rooms and showers. We went to Aughton and peered through the windows of the little Norman church. We walked along the road to the church which had been built with the proceeds of a garden party my dad had organized in 1966. Unfortunately, the event had coincided with that World Cup final, but was nevertheless a fantastic success: business was brisk, and the stalls had all sold out by 3 p.m., when everyone inevitably scarpered. We visited a chicken farm near the A1, where the Archbishop retched when we stumbled into a shed containing 17,000 chickens, all high on ammonia. Distinctly green at the gills, we sailed up a very choppy Tees Estuary with the Tees Pilot, admiring the odd blast furnace still in operation beside the river before spending the rest of the day touring the high-spots of Middlesbrough, where my ministry had begun.


We descended down the Potash Mine at Boulby, with shafts and tunnels which go deep under the North Sea. It was a show-mine, and I had forgotten to tell the Archbishop that they routinely staged a mock disaster at the deepest point. There was a terrific bang as we were cast into darkness, complete with some mock dust filling the air. ‘Bloody hell,’ exclaimed the Archbishop. Later in the day we stopped at a church cafe on the front at Whitby, where we bought a cup of tea and an iced bun. The assistant was going to pick up the Archbishop’s bun from the shelf with a pair of tongs.


‘Don’t bother with all that, just use your fingers, luv,’ he said, reassuringly. ‘They’ll be fine.’


The happiest day was in Helmsley, with a tour of the surrounding moors. At the little village of Hawnby we parked on a steep hill, and I had to stand guard outside the red phone box whilst the Archbishop had a few stern words with the Bishop of Manchester. Later that day we toured the local comprehensive school, and sat at the back of class as the nervous history teacher gave a lesson on the Bayeux Tapestry. He got the Latin translation slightly wrong, and I gently corrected him.


‘Don’t take any notice of him,’ David Hope joked to the headteacher, ‘he’s a right clever clogs!’


It was such a friendly school, set in the midst of the countryside with a team of teachers who were obviously contented in their skin, and pupils who were contented too. It reminded me of my happy schools in Aughton and Scarborough.


We finished off the day with an evening meeting in Helmsley Town Hall, open to anyone. David Hope gave a little talk and then took questions. We regularly did sessions like this, and I was always a little nervous, because any subject whatsoever could come up. We had made one visit to a Sixth Form in Stokesley where a girl had taken the Archbishop to task for not ordaining women, and he had got really rattled. I had tried to soothe him, even though the voice in my head was shouting, ‘Go for it, girl!’ Tonight the questions were edgy, making me suspect there were definite tensions within Helmsley Church itself. Part of the edginess could be explained by a new, flamboyant vicar trying to move an innately conservative place on, but there seemed to be more serious undercurrents. The new vicar himself was present at the meeting, and seemed just a tad too anxious to please. He showed great affection for a lady whom David Hope took to be his wife, but actually wasn’t. It ended an otherwise wonderful day on a sour note, and as we drove home, stopping for fish and chips en route, we tried to find an explanation as to why both of us were disquieted, but couldn’t.


‘I’ve no doubt there’s somert going on, but God knows what it is,’ was the Archbishop’s typically blunt conclusion.


The storm broke on Easter Day, 1997, when the News of the World featured photos of the vicar of Helmsley in bed with his mistress, and he promptly resigned. After taking the Easter Day morning services at York Minster, the Archbishop had gone away for a few days’ well-earned holiday, so I rang his deputy, the Bishop of Whitby, to ask if I could help in any way with the situation.


‘Yes you can. You can go there as vicar and sort them out!’ the Bishop replied.


The prospect attracted me, not least because of my deep love for the countryside, which had been hardwired into my psyche during happy boyhood years in rural Aughton. Notwithstanding our infamous organ hunt in 1967, Helmsley had loomed at other times in my life, including one strange incident when I was six and both of my futures simultaneously came together. Early on Boxing Day, 1962, my parents dragged me out of bed and we caught the first train of the day from Hull to York. We were just about the only passengers – in those days everything used to shut down on the days after Christmas; there were no frantic queues for Boxing Day sales because none of the shops were open. We arrived in a deserted York, and killed time on a bright and frosty morning by walking on the ancient city walls for a while, taking in the fantastic views of the Minster as well as slightly hazy views of the North York Moors thirty miles away. With a bit of imagination, you could just about make out the chalk White Horse which Victorian school children had carved into the hillside at Kilburn. Fortunately, Terry’s Restaurant, an offshoot from the famous chocolate factory, was one of the few places open, and we had a bite of lunch followed by a short bus journey to Bishopthorpe on the southern outskirts of the city. En route we went past the Terry’s factory itself, and even though it too was shut down post-Christmas, we inhaled the strong aroma of its delicious chocolate in every breath. The factory, built out of red brick in 1926, was designed to look like a Georgian stately home festooned with myriad windows, each pane covered in brown chocolate dust.
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