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INTRODUCTION





  ANY OFFENCE IS UNINTENTIONAL




  Have you ever tried going to the loo at 26,000 feet?




  Well, take my advice, dear reader, and don’t! I could write a book on this alone, you know. It’s a nightmare! Nothing goes where it should.




  In 1993 I was in that very position – about three-quarters of the way up Mount Everest on the Lhotse Face – when a member of our party, Ian Madron, decided he needed a shit. There

  were four of us in a two-man tent – perilous!




  ‘What, NOW?’ I said to him. ‘But it’s three o’clock in the morning. There’s a four-mile drop directly outside and the weather’s wilder than a randy bull

  elephant. You’ll just have to go in your pants!’




  He looked aghast.




  ‘It’ll turn to dust after half an hour,’ I continued. ‘Go on, man, it’ll warm you up.’




  I’m afraid that Ian didn’t take kindly to this suggestion and, in hindsight, with us all being in such close proximity, I’m actually quite glad.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ll be fine.’




  And so, with heavy hearts and nervous noses, we watched as Ian made his way across our bodies towards the zip.




  ‘Don’t forget to wash your hands,’ I shouted after him. ‘And make sure you tie up to a rope.’




  What a time to want to go for a bloody crap, I thought to myself. Anyway, after a few nervous minutes the zip began to go again and in crawled Ian, followed by

  about half a ton of bloody snow.




  ‘Success!’ he shouted. Happy was the man.




  Once Ian was safely back in his corner we decided to get up and try to make a brew. We were supposed to be going for the summit in just a few hours so there was no use trying to nod off

  again.




  ‘Come on then you buggers,’ I rallied. ‘Let’s try to warm some water up.’




  After about five minutes another member of our party, Ian Frost, said, ‘Do you know, there’s a terrible smell of shit in here. It’s absolutely awful. Can you smell it,

  Brian?’




  ‘Yes, I can,’ I replied. ‘You’re right, Ian. It’s appalling!’




  I looked nervously round the tent to try and find out where the pong was emanating from, and there, on Ian Madron’s shoulder, was a turd.




  He’d obviously done his business, the wind had caught it, there was a lull and it had ‘flown home’, so to speak. A homing turd! He was back outside double-quick.




  Aaah, the glamour of Everest!




  Mountaineers have a reputation for being both noble and heroic, which I applaud heartily. Nevertheless, I do remember an old climber reciting a poem to me one day:




  

    

      

        

          Mountaineers have furry ears and pee through leather britches




          They wipe their arse on broken glass, those hardy sons of bitches.


        


      


    


  




  By the way, dear reader, a quick word of warning. If you ever do decide to climb Mount Everest take my advice and always camp above the French because, believe you me, when it comes to toilets,

  they will – and from a great height.




  It is now over twenty-two years since I last wrote about anything other than mountaineering or exploring. Twenty-two years! I couldn’t resist throwing in an Everest

  anecdote to start us off, but this book is going to take you from my childhood in Goldthorpe to Z Cars, Flash Gordon, Star Wars and much much more. There will be adversity

  overcome, punches thrown and even a love story. Yes, I am ready to burst forth once more and share with you some of my favourite stories and memories. Mark my words, though, this is no ordinary

  book, and is different to anything I’ve written before.




  My previous five tomes, all of which I am tremendously proud, came from my head, if you see what I mean. I sat there for months on end and I thought and I wrote and I thought and I wrote. But

  this is something far more spontaneous. It is a conversation piece, if you will – which is why I must ask a favour of you. You must read the book with my voice in mind, as if I were there

  with you. This is very important.




  You see, this is Brian Blessed speaking to you, not Stephen sexy gorgeous Fry! Try and imagine this, I beg of you: try and imagine I am sitting in a huge armchair and I am reading this to you

  and you only. I want to leap out of the pages at you! Not literally, of course. I mean, where on earth would you keep me? I’m quite a size.




  The book does get a little bit racy at times, and you will find one or two naughty words along the way, but I promise you it’s all there for a reason, alright? You see, when

  I think, I don’t swear, which is why all my previous books are relatively clean; but when I talk, I do. It’s just something that happens!




  It was suggested that I might wish to remove some of the more colourful language . . . but then it would no longer be my book, would it? It’d be more Thora Hird than Brian Blessed, and

  that would never do. But mark my words, dear reader, I do not swear for the sake of swearing. Oh no. When I swear, I BLOODY WELL MEAN TO SWEAR! (Did you imagine me shouting

  just then? You see, you’re getting it.) Anyway, if you can get over the blue language, we’ll get along just fine. Forewarned is forearmed and all that.




  So, are you excited? I hope you are! This book is all about fun and adventure. It’s a romp! There are some sombre moments, but I flatter myself that I can give even the saddest event a

  whimsical edge. I am an optimist, you see. A HUGE great bearded smiley optimist with a sunny disposition and ‘can do’ attitude, and that’s what I try to get across in this book.

  Whatever you want to do in life, just go for it! Grab it by the scruff of the neck and shake the bugger until you’re there.




  Anyway, I think it’s time we cracked on, don’t you?




  Remember, think Blessed!




  





  
1





  ENTER THE PHANTOM




  ‘Look at him! He’s a monster!’ were Mother’s first words to me.




  For the first week of my life I was known as the Toad. I was incredibly ugly! I didn’t open my eyes a great deal at first and my mother was so horrified by my appearance that she

  couldn’t even look at me, let alone nurse me.




  It won’t surprise you to know that I was a big baby; apparently they had to deliver me using a pneumatic drill. Actually, it was forceps, but by the time I eventually arrived on this

  planet my personage had been messed about with so much that I was quite badly disfigured. There were no ‘coochee coochee coos’ for Baby Blessed. Just: ‘Look at him, he’s a

  toad!’




  Fortunately, the woman in the next bed, a Mrs Brindley, took pity on us both.




  ‘Never mind, Mrs Blessed,’ she said. ‘Look, I’ll nurse him while you recover.’




  And so, for the first few days of my life, I had a foster mother – the wonderful Mrs Brindley!




  Jumping ahead twenty-six years (I’ll warn you now that I do this rather a lot, so you’ll have to try and bear with me, OK?), I was filming an episode of Z Cars one day when

  all of a sudden an old lady approached me. She was playing one of the extras and was carrying a small dog.




  ‘You won’t remember me, Brian,’ she said, ‘but I’m Mrs Brindley. I had to nurse you after you were born because you were so ugly.’




  ‘Mrs Brindley!’ I cried. ‘Mother’s told me all about you. Here, come and meet the rest of the cast.’




  So I called all my colleagues over, Stratford Johns and Jimmy Ellis and all the stars, and introduced Mrs Brindley to them as my foster mother.




  ‘This dear woman had to nurse me when I was a baby because my own mother couldn’t bear to look at me!’




  And do you know what? Nobody seemed that surprised.




  Poor Mother, though. She really had been beside herself. She genuinely thought that she’d given birth to some kind of hideous amphibian.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ said the nurses. ‘Once he keeps his eyes open you’ll see a different baby. He can’t possibly stay like that forever. Anyway, most babies are

  ugly when they’re born.’




  Fortunately, when I did decide to keep my eyes open my appearance improved greatly, and I went from looking like an extremely ugly toad to a rather sweet human.




  ‘There, you see,’ said the nurses. ‘Look at those lovely big eyes. He’ll break a lot of hearts, Mrs Blessed, just you see.’




  Mother wasn’t convinced. She still thought I was more likely to turn stomachs than break hearts. She had cheered up a little bit, though, and so after about a week we were eventually

  released from hospital.




  Now, I want you to prepare yourself for a shock. Oh yes, I’m afraid you must. You see, this may sound very strange to all of you, but I actually remember being born. I do: I genuinely

  remember making my way into this present life of mine. You don’t believe me, do you? Well, this is all perfectly true. It is fact.




  I felt very keenly at the beginning of my existence that I was surrounded by ice, and then, just prior to what was obviously the birth itself, I felt a tremendous pressure, as though an enormous rock was squashing me. Then, all of a sudden, I remember feeling free. I felt very, very free. I couldn’t see anything up until this point by the way. The vast

  majority of this memory is based entirely around the sense of touch, but I knew as I experienced this overwhelming sense of freedom that I was actually being born. That this was my

  birth!




  There we are: what a start, eh?




  The memory ends with a flash of my parents’ faces. This was 9 October 1936, and I remember seeing them both gazing down at me. You all think I’m absolutely bloody bonkers,

  don’t you? Well, let me try and explain this a little further. You see, although this memory has been recurring prolifically in my mind for as long as I can remember, it was only when I began

  to learn about the birds and the bees that I was able to make any sense of it. So the more biologically aware I became, the more I was able to appreciate the significance of my recollection. And

  it’s still there, as clear as day.




  We lived at 30 Probert Avenue, Goldthorpe, which is halfway between Doncaster and Barnsley, about seven miles from both, and it was a lovely place to live. The houses on Probert Avenue were all

  relatively new when I was young and had been built specifically for coal-mining families. They were simple, but they were comfortable. Back then, Goldthorpe still had a thriving coal mine of

  course, which my father worked at, and I suppose it was a fairly standard South Yorkshire mining town. It had a couple of schools and a couple of cinemas. But, above all, it had a great sense of

  community. It was my kind of town!




  Living next door to us on Probert Avenue was a wonderful lady called Mrs Dancy. Now, Mrs Dancy was a huge fat woman with enormous breasts. Great big tits! And she made bread for the entire

  street. What a magnificently warm, gorgeous woman she was. She had a very broad South Yorkshire accent, did Mrs Dancy, and inside her home sat two enormous ovens, in

  which she baked all her bread for the entire street. Her forearms were enormous: like Popeye on steroids!




  When we arrived back home from the hospital after I was born, Mrs Dancy was on hand to offer Mother some much-needed support.




  ‘Bring him in, Hilda love,’ she said when we arrived home. ‘Bring him in and let’s have a look at him.’




  Reluctantly, Mother agreed.




  ‘Ah, you see, he’s just a bit overcooked, Hilda love. He’s just a bit overcooked. What was he, five days over? Ah yes, you mark my words, Hilda love, your new babby will turn

  out just nice.’




  I remember the strangest things from that period of my life. I have this amazing memory, you see. For instance, I remember being put in a pram for the first time. It was a communal pram that was

  basically loaned out to anybody who’d had a baby on Probert Avenue, and was very old and rickety. It did have a wonderful little rattle in it though. I remember all this very vividly. I

  wasn’t told there was a rattle in the pram; I actually remember playing with it. In fact, they once put another baby in the pram with me and he or she tried to wrestle the thing away

  from me. I must have been about a year old at the time and I remember this great battle ensuing, with each of us pulling to and fro, trying to gain control of the toy. What happened next was

  relayed to me by my mother some years later. As this horrible little bastard was trying to steal my rattle, I gradually became angrier and angrier, until I eventually cried out,

  ‘BUGGER!’




  Mother couldn’t believe it. She was mortified!




  ‘That was your first word, Brian,’ she used to say when she recalled the story. ‘Your first word was “bugger”! I didn’t know where to look.’




  Anyway, back to my homecoming.




  Although I was no longer considered toad-like, I still had a touch of the baboon’s arse about me, and so when Mum and I went out for a walk or to the shops, she

  would go to great lengths to prevent her unsightly spawn from being seen. She never pushed me down the main thoroughfares. Instead we always took the side streets and alleyways, and if people tried

  to stop her for a look and a coo, she’d make an excuse and dash off.




  Then, after about six months, I developed blond curly hair to go with my big brown eyes and became terribly pretty, like the child off the Pears Soap adverts, and so all of a sudden my mother

  was very proud of me. Down came the hood on the pram, out came the rattle and I was shown off to anyone who happened to be passing. No more back streets for me. I was now a bona fide bonny

  baby!




  My mother and father adored me, you know. Apparently, I’d be put to bed at night and every fifteen minutes or so my mother would say to my father, ‘Shall we go upstairs and have a

  quick look at him? Yes, come on, let’s go and have a quick look.’




  And then they’d nip upstairs and peep over my cot.




  As well as being cute, pretty and tremendous, I was also a hardy little monkey. At the time there were all kinds of diseases going round, of which you had to be very, very wary. Or, at least,

  your parents did. The dreaded thing was pneumonia, which fortunately I didn’t get. But I did get measles, mumps and then chickenpox, which, at the age of two, caused me all kinds of problems.

  My mother used to beg me not to scratch myself. She instilled a kind of fear into me, warning me that if I scratched the spots I would end up with great holes in my face and suchlike. I’m not

  quite sure that was the right way to go about things – after all, I was only two – but it worked.




  All the other children on Probert Avenue would weep and cry whenever they caught these horrible diseases, but I never, ever did. You see, I’ve presented you with yet another Blessed idiosyncrasy. I had the memory of an elephant, the face of a toad – and the lacrimal glands of a bloody crocodile. I simply could not cry. I was like Heathcliff

  in Wuthering Heights! I was sometimes in pain, of course, the same as any child, but instead of crying out I would just look at my mother with big open eyes, as if to say, ‘It hurts a

  bit, Mum!’ This, of course, drove the poor woman to despair.




  ‘Why won’t you cry, Brian?’ she used to plead. ‘Just cry, love. It’s OK to cry.’




  But for the life of me I couldn’t. It was as if I’d somehow had the ability taken away from me. I would suffer in silence instead.




  Once I got to about four or five years old, I began to blubber occasionally, but even then not a great deal.




  I hope this isn’t depressing you too much? Honestly, it’s not as bad as it sounds. I couldn’t really give two hoots, and despite my mother being affected by it all, most people

  were simply intrigued. She took me to the doctor’s several times because of it, but because it never affected my actual health in any way, we were always sent home with a smile.




  The worst thing I ever had as a child was yellow jaundice, and by God that was painful. I still can’t give blood to this day because of that. I used to vomit, the pain was so excruciating,

  but no tears!




  God willing, one always got over these kinds of diseases. It sounds very grim but it’s no different to how things are today, really, except that the dreaded pneumonia is fortunately very

  rare these days, and the medical world seems to cope with it very well.




  But that’s enough about me for the time being. Let me tell you a bit about my parents, Hilda and Bill Blessed. They taught me honesty, truth, compassion, kindness and

  how to care for people. They encouraged me to take risks and to follow my dreams. What makes me love them more is that they practised what they bloody well preached. My dad

  accompanied me on many an adventure, one of which you’ll read about later, and died at the ripe old age of ninety-nine. Mum died when she was eighty-seven, so we’re a long-lived

  family.




  My father worked as a coal hewer, which means he removed coal for a living; around seventeen tonnes of it a day, physically, by himself. Seventeen tonnes! That’s the equivalent of about

  five African bull elephants.




  He used to hack the coal out using a pickaxe and then he would shovel it all onto this huge conveyor belt, which had lots of holes in it. The large pieces stayed on, and the small bits fell

  through. And he would do this for over eight hours a day with only a thirty-minute break for lunch. I’m telling you, these men were as fit as butcher’s dogs. They never saw natural

  light, of course, and must have breathed in enough dust every day to fill a tin bath. That was the life of a coal hewer: the hardest job in a coal mine, bar none.




  In many ways Mum was a typical 1930s Yorkshire housewife; hardworking, forthright, but ultimately very, very loving. She spent most of her days as every woman did on Probert Avenue; either

  cooking, cleaning or, when time allowed, chatting to the next-door neighbours over the garden fence. By Jove, my mum worked hard though. I don’t ever remember seeing her sit down for hours

  after my father had returned home, and she’d been at it since the crack of dawn. She did have her problems, bless her heart, which I’ll come on to a bit later, but she was a wonderful

  woman. Salt of the earth!




  So what was life like in the Blessed household? Well, you’ll pick up little bits throughout this book, but I always remember ours being a very busy house. Each morning the paper boy would

  arrive and once a week he would deliver a copy of the Beano and the Dandy. For my mother he would deliver a copy of Woman’s Weekly, which came out every Wednesday, and for my father a copy of the Daily Worker, which he always took on alternate weekdays. He was a big socialist, my father. In fact, before Stalin came to power he

  was actually a communist. Intermixed with comics, women’s magazines and my father’s red rags were occasional magazines on the art and science of coal mining. You see, to my father,

  being a coal hewer wasn’t simply a job; it was indeed an art and a science.




  The paper boy wasn’t the only visitor to our home; there were always people popping in and out what seemed like every other minute. There were my father’s brothers, for one thing.

  They hailed from Goldthorpe and even though they were siblings and all incredibly close, each one had a very unique build and personality. My Uncle Tom, who worked as a coal hewer and as a

  shotfirer, was incredibly tall – six foot three or six foot four – and he looked just like Henry Cooper. Not quite like a Blessed, somehow. Then there was my Uncle George, who was also

  a coal miner, but eventually became head of the insurance company, the Royal Liver Friendly Society. He was a very brilliant man, George, and very dramatic, and eventually became one of the Pitmen

  Painters. Have you heard of the Pitmen Painters? They were a group of Northumberland pitmen who painted as a means of self-discovery and in so doing produced an account of their community.

  It’s a fascinating story and they’ve had all kinds of plays and books written about them.




  I had an Uncle Alan, too, who became the manager at Darfield coal mine. He was also a very dramatic and powerful man, so perhaps you can see now where I get some of my drama from. Some of my

  immense power! (I thank God for my modesty!) Alan would go to places like Sheffield and Leeds to see all the big operas. He adored opera, especially German opera, and could speak the language

  almost fluently; in fact, he could recite every word of Richard Strauss’s Ariadne auf Naxos from start to finish. Every single bloody line!




  He also knew all of Hitler’s speeches, and he could do the most marvellous impersonation of him. He used to say, ‘He doesn’t half sound powerful, Brian,

  that Adolf Hitler. What a pity he’s such a horrible bastard!’




  But, of all the Blessed brothers, my father was perhaps the most diverse in his thinking, and was a talented yet self-effacing man. Apart from his family, my father lived for his fellow miners.

  They were his second family and he would have done anything for any one of them. It didn’t matter where you worked within a mine; whether it be in the offices or underground, if you had a

  grievance Bill Blessed would fight tooth and bloody nail for you. He worked with all the unions and would spend much of his spare time travelling up and down the country defending people. He even

  travelled overseas on a couple of occasions.




  My father’s childhood had been full of learning. His parents adored him and his brothers, and ensured that they all received a decent education. No mean feat in those days, I can tell you.

  It was a damn sight more than the majority of his colleagues ever received. Some of the men he worked with could hardly string two words together, and some hadn’t been educated at all. This

  meant that there were an awful lot of people at those mines who were open to exploitation, and so it was up to people like my dad to ensure that they didn’t get taken advantage of. He also

  gave up a very promising career to do this. You see, because he was a bright chap, and because he had always studied the art and in particular the science of coal mining, he was offered management

  and development positions left, right and centre; even as far away as Australia. Mr Godfrey, his boss, was forever trying to persuade him to come and work upstairs, but he never gave any one of

  these offers a second thought. To him, he would have been betraying not only his principles, but every single miner in the land.




  So there was a great feeling of family and camaraderie; not only at 30 Probert Avenue, but all over Goldthorpe. The place was full of wonderful, warm people. And

  I’ll tell you something else about coal miners: it didn’t matter how educated or uneducated they were, they could all spout Shakespeare like you wouldn’t believe. Probert Avenue

  was awash with Hamlets and Othellos. They could do all that twice nightly! My Uncle George could recite ‘To be or not to be’ backwards, and my father would give us the whole of Cassius

  from Julius Caesar. They studied Shakespeare and they understood Shakespeare. They found what he said phenomenal!




  These were just honest, working-class people, but they led amazing lives. My father, after he’d dug seventeen tonnes of coal every day, would come home and then go out and train with the

  Yorkshire Colts, Yorkshire Cricket Club’s second team. He’d go and teach the likes of Fred Trueman how to bowl cutters and how to bowl against the seam, so that when Trueman eventually

  played against the Australians he could hit the buggers straight in the face.




  ‘You can always apologize,’ Dad used to say. ‘“Sorry about that! Did I get you in the face?”’




  There was a terrific vibrancy about these people. They worked and worked and worked, yet they always made time for each other as well as for both learning and discovery. They didn’t go

  anywhere, most of them, they couldn’t afford it, so to compensate they read books and they watched films and they discussed things. They led full and interesting lives.




  Now, I don’t want to get too political for the simple reason that it bores the living daylights out of me, but back then there was always this great misconception about the working

  classes, and especially the miners. People assumed that they were all brown ale and bingo, ‘eee by gum’ and what have you. No! They were astute people. They were brilliant people. They

  were trailblazers who completely belied their schooling and social standing. They were a joyous and powerful contradiction!




  Now, I want to tell you quickly about the first time I ever went to the cinema. I’ve appeared in squillions of films, of course, and so, in terms of this book, it is an event that I think

  should be marked.




  I initially thought the film in question was going to be Walt Disney’s Bambi. I think I was about six at the time, and Dad had agreed to take me after weeks of what I believe

  parents now call ‘Pester Power’. (I love that phrase. How marvellous!)




  Anyway, he said, ‘I’ll take you after swimming this Thursday, Brian, OK?’




  My dad used to take me swimming every Thursday from about the age of five, and so as we left the swimming baths that night I took his hand and away we went. There were two cinemas in Goldthorpe,

  the Picture House and the Empire, and ever since I’d been old enough to play out I’d stalked these places like an animal stalks its prey: walking around and around them both, trying to

  stare inside. I was spellbound! There were posters everywhere, great colourful works of art, which offered you a glimpse of what awaited you through the gilded double doors. Even the usherettes

  fascinated me; their uniforms bright and elegant. Best of all, they had enormous trays full of ice cream looped around their shoulders. Ice cream too! This was my Eldorado in waiting. I

  remember once catching a glimpse of one of the auditoriums at the end of a matinee. The titles were still running, which meant that the whole place was still bathed in music and light from the big

  screen. They were theatres of dreams, these places, where adventure and reverie came to life!




  And I was being taken to see Bambi, I assumed, as all that week my entire infant school had talked of nothing else. ‘Bambi’s on this week. We’re going to

  see Bambi, we’re going to see Bambi!’ I was so excited! I’d read about the film in one of my comics and just couldn’t wait to see

  it.




  But, instead of turning left to go to the Empire after we’d been swimming, my dad stopped me and said, ‘Brian, I don’t think you’d like Bambi. I’m taking

  you to see something else.’




  I was heartbroken. ‘But Dad—’ I protested.




  ‘Trust me, lad,’ he said. ‘Just trust me. I promise you’ll enjoy the film at the Picture House more.’




  So my dad took me to the Picture House, where we saw Alexander Korda’s production of Jungle Book. When the film opened on the tiger, Shere Khan, I almost fainted. Dad knew exactly

  what he was doing in taking me to see Jungle Book. I lapped it up; enjoyed every second! Have you seen it filmed in glorious Technicolor and starring the great Sabu as Mowgli? Well, I just

  lost myself in that film.




  ‘Didn’t I tell you, lad?’ said Dad when we came out.




  ‘You were right, Dad,’ I enthused. ‘It was wonderful!’




  I remember the spirit of the trees welcoming Mowgli to the jungle.




  ‘Enter little spirit, enter. Water and air, woods and trees welcome thee. Enter little spirit. What’s your name?’




  ‘M-M-M-Mowgli.’




  ‘Mowgli? Little frog? We are of one body!’




  The whole miraculous film took me over.




  I didn’t know it then, of course, but many years later I would actually visit Rudyard Kipling’s home and sit in the chair and at the desk where he wrote his most famous

  poem, If. Remember some of the words?




  

    

      

        

		   

        

          If you can fill the unforgiving minute




          With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,




          Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,




          And – which is more – you’ll be a Man, my son.


        


      


	         


      


    


  




  Oh my sainted aunt, WHAT GENIUS!




  All the walls in Kipling’s house were adorned with gigantic paintings of all his characters from all his greatest works: Akela, Mowgli, Bagheera, Baloo,

  Rikki-Tikki-Tavi, Shere Khan . . . It was honestly one of the most exciting days of my life.




  As well as instilling in me a passion for cinema, that film also sparked what has since become a lifelong obsession with animals and their welfare. We still have quite a few pets at home, my

  wife Hildegard and I, but in our younger days we had hundreds. We had an animal sanctuary at home and employed six people to help us run it.




  So there you go: my first ever trip to the cinema. What a marvellous recollection!




  Now, I know you probably get this a lot in these kinds of books, but my father really was my hero. For starters, he was a good man – a very loving man – and he was a kind man; the

  kindest of them all. But what really cemented my father’s position as my hero was his outstanding bravery. He risked life and limb time after time after time for his fellow miners, and

  treated death like an old friend. He wasn’t afraid of dying because he’d actually become conditioned to it. It was an omnipresent threat – the ultimate tragedy.




  The Duke of Edinburgh once visited my father’s pit and lasted about ten minutes there. Dad worked at Hickleton Main Colliery, which was the largest in the area. You had Manvers and

  Barnborough and Darfield nearby, but Hickleton was the big one. Anyway, as I said, after about ten minutes underground poor Philip politely asked to be taken back to the surface. He didn’t

  like it at all, according to Dad. But he’s not the only one, of course. Apart from it being dark, dirty and dangerous in the pit, you can actually hear the roof moving over your head and, if

  you’re not used to it, it can put the willies right up you! Apparently that had been the last straw for Phil, rendering him somewhat panic-stricken.




  I used to hear story after story after story about my dad’s heroism; but never once from him. He was a very humble man and if he ever heard such a tale being

  relayed to me, he would stop the conversation immediately.




  ‘He doesn’t need to know about all that. He’s too young!’




  Nevertheless, I did hear many accounts – usually from my uncles – and each one simply enhanced my admiration, pride and wonder. I remember my Uncle Alan telling me about the time

  they opened a new coal seam at Hickleton. My father went down there one day with a colleague of his named Colin Bennett. While they were there, my father began to sense gas. He

  didn’t smell gas: he sensed it. He could sense it was on its way. You see, miners back in the day became so attuned to gas that their senses went beyond those of mere mortals. They

  could actually sense the killer’s presence!




  ‘Get back, Colin,’ my father said. ‘There’s gas coming.’




  Now this was right at the end of the day shift, when 300-plus miners were about to make their way towards the surface.




  ‘If those men come this way, we could all be killed,’ my father said. ‘It’s dangerous enough with you and me being here. Go and tell them to stay exactly where they

  are.’




  You see, there’s a peculiarity regarding the human body and carbon monoxide; the human body absolutely loves it. If it senses it in the air, the lungs move faster and will try to breathe

  it in. It means certain death, of course, but the body has an inbuilt yearning for the stuff.




  Sure enough, about two minutes later, the flame on my dad’s Davy lamp started burning blue, which is what happens when gases are present.




  ‘Are the men still underground, Colin?’ asked Dad.




  ‘Yes, they’re not moving.’




  ‘Right, let’s get it sealed and then get the men out.’




  And so the famous Barnsley Bed was closed. I remember listening to this story, completely agog. Three hundred lives had been saved!




  Another time, there’d been a huge fire down the mine, and my father, who hadn’t yet started his shift, picked up as many gas masks as he could carry and made

  his way down there. He wasn’t supposed to, of course – the fire brigade were on their way – but his knowledge of the mine, every seam, could prove invaluable. He had to do

  something.




  So round he went, handing out all these gas masks while they were trying to evacuate the men. Eventually, he came across a seam where the roof had fallen in and found three men who’d been

  crushed to death beneath it. Looking further into the seam, he then found another man who had also been crushed and was pinned by his legs. He was alive, but only just, and had boulders hanging

  over him that must have weighed at least twenty tonnes; that entire section of wall was about to fall in on him. My dad scrambled to the next seam as fast as he could and managed to find somebody

  with a crowbar, after which he raced back with the borrowed crowbar and began trying to lever the rocks out of the way. All the time these boulders were becoming ever more hazardous, and he and

  this chap were seconds from death. With only a moment to spare, my father managed to free this man and they both made it safely to the surface. The stricken miner had two broken legs, a broken hip

  and a fractured pelvis – but he lived. And he lived because of my father!




  The coal miners at Hickleton absolutely adored my dad, and he them. He was their leader and he was their philosopher. He had knowledge in spades and enough kindness and love to fill a thousand

  Barbara Cartland novels. It was running through his veins. He was every single one of those men. A beautiful human being.




  Although my father was a socialist, he was also a Christian, and you could see this element in him. I don’t mean that metaphorically, by the way. My father was indeed a Christian and he

  believed in God, but he also believed in the wellbeing of his fellow man. That was his lifeblood. And, you see, his God didn’t need praising every five minutes in

  church. He always said that if there is a God, He’d want us all to be out there doing good things in the world.




  They used to sing a song down the mines every time they finished a shift. It was called ‘Take Me Home’. You’ll just have to imagine me singing this to you. If you’re not

  familiar with the melody, make one up.




  

    

      

        

		    

        

          I remember the face of my father,




          As we walked back home from the mine.




          He’d laugh and he’d say, ‘That’s one more day,




          And it’s good to feel the sunshine.’




          I remember my mother was smiling,




          As I set out to make my own way.




          She seemed to know that I had to go,




          But I’d come back home one day.


        


      


	         


      


    


  




  There are one or two more verses, but isn’t that wonderful?




  Now, this next story is a teeny bit gruesome, but it’s relevant – extremely relevant. You see, even by the mid- to late 1940s, I was already showing signs of becoming an actor.

  I’d actually begun by acting out an Abbott & Costello skit one day at school, which seemed to captivate both the teachers and my classmates in equal measure. I had no idea what I was

  doing, I was just acting out something I’d seen at the cinema, but the whole school thought it was absolutely hilarious. It seemed to have a kind of curative effect. Even my headmaster at the

  time, Mr Bedford, said, ‘Blessed, you clearly have a talent for this sort of thing. Let’s see if we can nurture it, shall we?’




  But my father knew I’d become an actor, even before I did. When I told him what had happened at school that day, he didn’t seem at all surprised.




  ‘You mean one of those routines you do for us at home every night of the week, our Brian? I was wondering when you were going to perform it at school.’




  He knew, my old dad. He knew.




  Fast-forward a few years to when I was in my teens and was involved with the local drama group. Dad came home one evening looking both dishevelled and completely despondent. He also had tears in

  his eyes.




  ‘Brian, if you ever have to act out pain or death, don’t ever give it any expression, lad.’




  ‘What do you mean, Dad?’ I asked.




  ‘Well, lad, I watched a man die today. I was with him. He was twenty-one years of age and he died in front of me. Just slipped away.’




  What had actually happened was, I’m afraid, far more eventful. As I’ve described, coal hewers worked alongside these enormous conveyor belts, onto which they would shovel the coal

  after they’d broken it out from the seam. Well, in the next cubicle to my father (for coal hewers worked alongside each other in cubicles of about ten metres), this young lad had got his foot

  caught in one of the holes while he was trying to shovel the coal onto the conveyor belt. So he hopped along, trying to pull it out, until his other foot got caught on one of the pit poles which

  held the roof up. Within seconds, the poor man had been ripped apart. He didn’t die instantly, but lay there on the ground, surrounded by half his insides. My dad had screamed for the men to

  stop the conveyor belt, but it was too late.




  ‘He was just lying there in a pool of blood and intestines,’ my father said.




  I remember his account as if it were yesterday: the most harrowing thing I’d ever heard.




  ‘I’d done first aid,’ my dad said, ‘but I didn’t know what to do. The poor lad was in a state of shock and so we wrapped him in our coats, gave him a cigarette and

  told him that everything was going to be alright.




  ‘“Doctor’s coming, lad, don’t you worry,” we said.




  ‘“But it’s my wife, Bill,” said the lad. “We’ve got a young ’un at home and there’s another on the way. You will tell her that I’m going to

  be alright, won’t you, Bill? She’ll be worried sick. You will tell her, Bill, won’t you?”




  ‘“Of course I will, lad.”




  ‘“I’m so worried about her, though, Bill. Tell her I’ll make it up to her. Tell her I’m sorry.”




  ‘“Yes, lad. Everything’s going to be alright.”’




  Dad said that he’d then smiled at the lad reassuringly and the lad had smiled back, and as he did so he just slipped away – dead.




  ‘I’ve never seen anything so bloody cruel in all my life, our Brian.’




  My dad was in floods of tears at this point. Totally inconsolable.




  ‘What price coal, our Brian?’ he wept. ‘What price coal?’




  Whenever you heard those sirens go off at the mine, in that moment you knew that there was a very good chance your father could be either seriously injured or dead. It was a sobering thought and

  one that cast an all-pervading shadow over Goldthorpe, as I’m sure it did every other mining town.




  And so, when my dad came home – in the late evening, sometimes – there’d be this overwhelming sensation of relief. It engulfed the entire town – providing your loved one

  had been spared, of course. I remember my mother always used to do a little cry when she saw him coming home. Just a few tears.




  ‘Your dad’s home, Brian lad! Get his bath poured, come on!’




  We had an enamel bath; just with no enamel on it! As a young boy I used to follow my father up to our tiny bathroom and help him bathe. What a bloody mess that was, though! Coal dust absolutely

  everywhere! It came from his hair, his ears, his nose, his arse. Anywhere coal dust could get, basically. It was my job to stand there and wash his back. It was like a

  mountain landscape, my father’s back. You see, he often used to work half-naked and so throughout the day bits of the roof would fall onto his back. The roof is constantly falling in a mine

  – little bits here and there – and so his back was covered in these little calluses where the coal had hit him. The miners got used to it.




  I remember seeing his wage packet each week, too. It was about fourteen pounds ten shillings and he always carried it in an envelope in his shirt pocket. Every note was covered in dust. Surface

  workers only got about eight quid, but the hewers were paid almost double that; the hardest job of all.




  It is because of my dad that I have never, ever thrown money away. I’m generous to a tee, but I can’t bear it when people waste money, because I’ve seen how hard it is for

  people to earn it. God, I was so proud of my old man! He pops up all over this book, so by the time we’ve finished you’ll know him quite well.




  Of course, he wasn’t the only source of inspiration in my home at 30 Probert Avenue. I’ve always felt that the real strength behind mankind is its women, and my

  own dear mother, Hilda Blessed, is testimony to this. She had no education whatsoever and was also born illegitimate at a time when that wasn’t simply frowned upon, it was considered almost a

  crime. The men always got away scot-free, of course. It was down to the women and the children to face the flak. Her mother, Emma, was twenty-eight when a man called Herbert Hill got her pregnant.

  Such was the shame and persecution Emma endured that she couldn’t bring herself even to acknowledge my mother. She wouldn’t even look at her. So my mother, would you believe it, was

  taken across the road just 200 yards to live with her grandmother. That did untold damage to my mother in later life. You see, until she was in her teens, my mother had no

  idea that her grandmother wasn’t her mother. Nobody ever told her.




  Years later, when she looked back on this, my mother used to say that whenever she saw Emma – whom she believed was her older sister, of course – walking down the road, a peculiar

  feeling came upon her. Not a pleasant feeling; in fact, she said it made her shiver somewhat. It was only when my great-grandmother was dying that she finally came clean and told my mother the

  truth. She was only thirteen at the time and it came as a great shock to her.




  One initial upside to this was that she was finally acknowledged by her mother. But, alas, the reunion wasn’t a happy one. Because there was nobody else to look after young Hilda, my

  grandmother Emma had no choice but to take my mother in. Yet instead of making her one of the family, she treated her like a skivvy, and my mother spent the rest of her teenage years looking after

  her mother, her husband Leonard and their two daughters Margaret and Lois. It was almost a carbon copy of the Cinderella story, except with far more realism and an extremely unfortunate legacy. For

  Hilda had no education and no social life whatsoever while she was there. She never experienced love or any kind of pleasure. There were no birthdays, no Christmases. She was effectively a slave.

  This, too, not surprisingly, left my mother with some serious issues in later life.




  But, despite her difficult childhood, my mother always possessed a tremendous amount of common sense. She had a fine brain, and she put it to good use.




  When she met and married my father, when she was in her mid-twenties and he towards the end of that same decade, she at last began to experience love, friendship and companionship in her life.

  My father absolutely adored her and he never, ever stopped telling her that. He knew all about her upbringing, of course, and I think he went out of his way to compensate

  for that. And he also helped her with her education. He tutored her at home every evening before I was born and it didn’t take her long to catch up. So theirs was an unorthodox union to begin

  with, based more around friendship, perhaps, than courtship.




  Socially, my mother was very forward; once again as a consequence of being locked away all her young life. She could have gone the other way and become a recluse, but happily she flowered and

  ended up blossoming into a bit of a social butterfly. My father, on the other hand, could be quite a shy person. Funnily enough, for a man who always considered himself a socialist, or indeed a

  communist, for much of his life, he was often quite conservative in nature. Regardless of these differences, my father helped my mother enormously and I’m happy to report that their marriage

  was a long and happy one. They had problems, of course – some absolutely gargantuan problems, a few of which I will allude to later – but they never, ever stopped loving each other,

  and, importantly, they never, ever stopped saying it!




  To demonstrate the strength of my mother, I shall tell you a quick story that astounds me even to this day.




  I was eight years old at the time and my mum had been told that her mother and her husband Leonard had been heard arguing, very badly indeed. This they did a lot, apparently. Both of them drank

  quite a bit and both had been unfaithful at some time during their marriage, so it had been tempestuous to say the least. Leonard was a revolting old bastard; a lecherous drunk with a big mouth. He

  once made an advance to my mother, and it took two of my uncles to stop my father going over there and killing him. And he would have killed him without a second thought. He was incensed, not

  surprisingly. Especially after what they’d put her through. My father hated both of them. We all did.




  But, on hearing that they’d been rowing again, my mother told me to get my shoes on and together we walked over the bridge to their house. When we entered the

  kitchen, my grandmother’s husband had a knife to her throat and was screaming into her face, something about her sleeping with another man. On seeing this, my mother said, ‘Good! Good

  for you. I’ll tell you what, cut her throat. Go on, cut her throat. And then, when you’ve cut her throat, cut your own throat, because you’re as bad as she is!’




  Leonard then burst into tears and fell to his knees. Mother said, ‘Give me that knife,’ and she snatched it away from him. And that was my mother. She didn’t owe them anything.

  They’d kept her as a slave all through her teenage years. Yet it was still her who came to their aid and stopped them from killing each other.




  She used to do similar things in the street. It was common practice in the streets around Probert Avenue for people to fight – and they did: morning, noon and bloody night. And for some

  reason it was always over children. You know the kind of thing: ‘Your child’s been bullying my child.’ But my mother wouldn’t tolerate this kind of nonsense. In fact, she

  used to go out with a frying pan and she’d hit the scrapping women on the elbows. It must have left them in bloody agony!




  ‘Stop it!’ she’d say. ‘You couple of bloody idiots. You shouldn’t fight over children. One minute they’re friends, the next they’re not.’




  If a man had tried to stop them, it would have ended up escalating into a ginormous brawl. It had to be a woman. Different proposition altogether, you see.




  Another quite surprising thing about my mother was her knowledge of acting and the movies and suchlike. It even surpassed my father’s, and yet she only saw her first film at the age of

  twenty. She’d take me to the cinema on a Saturday night and then give me her opinions on all the actors and actresses. I lapped it all up. She was my Barry Norman!




  ‘All the girls like Alan Ladd, Brian, but he’s not much cop as an actor. He’s very good at pausing, though. He pauses very well, and he’s quite

  believable sometimes.’




  ‘What about Gregory Peck, Mum?’




  ‘Mmmm, I’d probably walk five miles to see Gregory Peck, but I’d walk twenty to see Spencer Tracy. He’s five hundred per cent, Brian, Spencer Tracy. It’s all gold

  with him.’




  ‘How about James Mason?’




  ‘Good actor, Brian. A very clever actor, James Mason, and very versatile. Doesn’t matter if he’s playing a romantic lead or a villain. He’s quality, Brian. He’s a

  Yorkshireman too. Did you know that?’




  But while my mother may have loved the movies, as I’ve already said, her marriage wasn’t always picture perfect. Though my parents’ union was, in the main, a happy one, it did

  experience a certain amount of misfortune. Or perhaps I should say, the family as a whole did.




  Now, you’re not to worry, dear reader: I’m not about to get all Bleak House on you. We’ll be back to the fun stuff soon enough. But here goes . . .




  When I was about seven or eight years of age, my father was gassed. This happened at the mine, of course, and he was ill for quite some time. I remember him being brought home from the hospital.

  His head was rolling all over the place and his face was still purple. I was in floods of tears.




  After that, he couldn’t work for about two months and the sick pay back then was about fifteen shillings a week; a fraction of the normal wage. My dad always kept a bit by in case of

  emergencies but not enough to last more than a week or two, and so hardship soon set in and I remember Mother becoming very, very worried. My father was living in the box room upstairs and the

  doctors would come round twice a week to treat him. This was my hero, remember, and all of a sudden he was so very, very weak.




  When things became desperate, my mother had to send me over to my grandmother’s for help. This was a last resort, naturally, but needs must. I’d have to go

  and ask for sugar, butter, carbolic soap and suchlike; the essentials needed to run a house, basically. And I hated it. For you see, my mother’s mother, in addition to being quite callous,

  was also an incredibly ugly woman; I was scared of her, in fact. She used to pull these revolting faces all of the time, and I used to have to go there and ask for help. I’d sooner have stuck

  pins in my bloody eyes, but her and her daughters – my mother’s half-sisters – all worked at a local food factory, and so were able to get their hands on the odd tin here and

  there, as well as bits and pieces from the black market. Because there was a war on and rationing was in place, people weren’t normally able to spare anything – if they had been able

  to, we’d have gone elsewhere, of course, to one of my dad’s brothers or somewhere – so they were the only people we knew who usually had a surplus of groceries.




  One day, after my father had been off work for about five weeks, my mother sent me on yet another aid mission to my grandmother’s.




  ‘I know you don’t like doing it, Brian, but I’m desperate. I’ve got nothing in and no money. You’ve got to do it, Brian, you’ve got to!’




  My own anxieties apropos being repulsed by my grandmother were a mere bagatelle compared with my mother’s ongoing battle in trying to feed and clothe a family, so I did as I was told and

  went along.




  After I knocked on my grandmother’s back door, I began to hear voices emanating from the living room. She obviously had company. This wasn’t a good sign, because the last time

  I’d turned up while she had friends round she’d gone bananas. I could only hope this time would be different.




  ‘Oh Christ, not you again!’ she shouted, when she saw it was me. ‘Come in and stand in the corner so nobody can see you. Now, what do you want? I

  suppose you’ve been given a shopping list?’




  ‘That’s right,’ I began. ‘Mum’s desperate. She’s got no food and nothing to wash the clothes with. Dad’s still not back at work, you see.’




  Just then, she pulled one of her grotesque faces. ‘I suppose I’ll have to get you out of the mire – again!’




  That was enough for me. I went absolutely off my little box!




  ‘I’ll tell you what, Granny [she hated being called Granny], you can bugger your sugar and you can bugger your butter. AND you can bugger your carbolic soap. You can stick the whole

  lot up your arse, you fat ugly pig! I’ll never come back here again!’




  With that, I gave her a V-sign (the opposite of Churchill’s) and strode away with my nose in the air.




  I thought, You horrible old sod. You treat my mother like a skivvy for five years, then when she needs your help you act like this? I was so distressed by what had just happened that

  instead of going home I did the unthinkable. I went to Aunt Toucha’s.




  Toucha Wall (I’ve no idea why she was called Aunt) was our version of Miss Havisham from Great Expectations. She was a spinster, very Victorian (probably born around 1870 or 1880),

  with lots of money that she’d inherited from a relative. She was quite eccentric – so much so that we were always told never to knock on her door. She used to wear ball-gowns all the

  time – even to clean and go to the shops – and slapped on enough make-up to put Danny La Rue to shame. Such behaviour probably wouldn’t be considered too out of the ordinary these

  days, but in South Yorkshire circa 1943 it was tantamount to heresy! She wasn’t considered to be evil or anything, and she always had plenty of friends, but having somebody so very different

  living in the area made people slightly nervous. As enlightened as mining families invariably were when it came to things like culture and recreation, I’m afraid that

  there was, nevertheless, still a fear of the unknown. I didn’t care, though. I’d always found Aunt Toucha fascinating, like a walking piece of history, and had it not been for the ban,

  I’d have been forever knocking on her door. According to my mother, Aunt Toucha had met Queen Victoria several times, and had also seen all the famous Victorian actors and actresses; people

  like Lillie Langtry and Gerald du Maurier. I had so many questions for her!




  In a daze, I walked up to Aunt Toucha’s house and knocked on the door. It was much bigger than ours, and had a whopping three bedrooms!




  ‘Hello, Brian lad,’ she said, greeting me with a big smile. ‘How’s your father getting on? Is he better? Is he back at work yet?’




  ‘Oh, Aunt Toucha! I don’t know what to do. My mother hasn’t got anything in and we’ve no money. I went to my grandmother’s but she just pulled one of her faces and

  so I called her a name and walked off . . .’




  I must have gone on for at least five minutes. Eventually, Aunt Toucha stopped me and told me to come in.




  ‘Wait there, Brian lad. I shan’t be long.’




  I looked around and I remember seeing these great red velvet curtains half covering the windows, and underneath them an upholstered window seat. Apart from her two black-and-white cats, there

  was nothing but Victorian furniture in the room; ornate wooden lamps with frilly shades and suchlike. It was a period living room! How wonderful, I thought.




  When Aunt Toucha came back, the first thing she did was wipe my face.




  ‘Look at the state of you, Brian. You’ve got yourself all upset, haven’t you? Let’s get you cleaned up before you go back to your mother.’




  Then she brought me a sandwich and a cup of tea.




  I felt a hundred times better now, and in the excitement of being in Aunt Toucha’s living room for the first time, I had totally forgotten about the sugar and

  whatnot.




  ‘Here you are, Brian love,’ she said, handing me a very large cloth bag full of shopping. ‘You take that home and give it to your mother, and if she ever needs anything else,

  you come straight to see me, do you hear?’




  ‘Yes, Aunt Toucha, thank you, Aunt Toucha!’




  When I got halfway up the road and stopped to look in the bag, I couldn’t believe my eyes. There wasn’t just one slab of carbolic soap, there were four, and as opposed to her giving

  us half a pound of sugar, she’d given us at least five. It was a real Aladdin’s Cave and the whole thing weighed an absolute bloody ton!




  As I walked through our front door, I saw my mother sitting at the kitchen table. She had her head in her hands and was weeping uncontrollably.




  ‘Mum, Mum, it’s OK,’ I shouted. ‘I’ve got the lot, Mum!’




  She saw the bag I was carrying and for a moment looked worried.




  ‘Where did you get that, Brian? That’s not from your grandmother.’




  ‘No, Mum, I went to see Aunt Toucha instead. She cleaned me up and gave me a sandwich. Then she gave me this bag! She said if you ever needed anything else you’ve only to send

  me.’




  The look on my mother’s face was a mixture of vexation and relief. She was obviously annoyed that I’d gone against her wishes, but the fact that I’d managed to procure some

  groceries exonerated me immediately.




  Good old Aunt Toucha. Do you know she lived on Prospect Road? Isn’t that apt?




  Unfortunately, all the weeks of worry and desperation had taken their toll on my mother and, around the time of me visiting Aunt Toucha, I began to notice signs of what would later develop into a full-blown nervous breakdown. You have no idea how much it saddens me thinking about this period, but I somehow feel comfortable writing about it. In fact,

  it’s quite cleansing. It’s good for the soul, I think!




  Of course, my mother’s spirit was damaged beyond belief when she was a child. If being born out of wedlock before being given away didn’t eventually send you over the bloody edge,

  being reunited with a mother who showed you no love and treated you like a slave surely would. So the seeds of her troubles were always there, I think. The day-to-day worries were merely catalysts;

  a relentless series of cognitive detonations that dispersed a barrage of sadness and self-loathing.




  Another product of her reprehensible upbringing was an almost constant need to be praised. If she cleaned the windows or dusted the furniture, I’d have to praise her; even when I was a

  child. You don’t need to be a psychotherapist to understand why she needed this recognition, of course. Five-plus years of drudgery and scorn must do little for your confidence and

  self-esteem. This particular idiosyncrasy became worse as my mother got older, as did her propensity to become depressed occasionally.




  Her first nervous breakdown occurred shortly after my shopping trip to Aunt Toucha’s. As I said, I began to notice little changes in her behaviour. She’d all of a sudden start

  speaking in a different voice, as if she were acting out some kind of sketch to herself. And she was crying a lot more than usual. I remember being very worried about her.




  My little brother Alan had been born about a year before my father was gassed, and towards the end of Dad’s convalescence, Alan became ill with the dreaded pneumonia. Contracting pneumonia

  very often resulted in death back then, and Alan, who alas was never the strongest of children, was lying at death’s door within days.




  Before I go any further, I must tell you a bit about my darling brother. As I said, he was never the strongest child, but he was full of fun and he absolutely worshipped

  me – and I him. He was always known in our house as the Milk Bottle Baby, on account of me being told by my mother that if I wanted a little brother or a sister I would have to start

  collecting milk bottle tops.




  ‘If you start saving now, Brian,’ said Mum, ‘you never know what might happen!’




  She was actually already pregnant at the time of me asking, so when the bump began to show, I thought it was entirely down to my hoard!




  ‘It’s worked, Mum!’ I exclaimed. ‘I must have saved up enough tops!’




  Though Alan was often ill, his battle with pneumonia was particularly traumatic, especially for my mum. The treatment was archaic to say the least – hot poultices, which were warmed by the

  open fire before being applied to the chest – and so I’m afraid it was all a bit of a lottery. Mother was in a terrible state, of course. My dad was still suffering from the

  after-effects of being gassed, we had no money for food, and now her youngest son was on the brink of being taken from her.




  Our neighbour Mrs Dancy helped out a lot with the poultices, I remember, as did my uncles. It was a twenty-four-hour job, you see, so they all took it in shifts. Eventually, the doctor declared

  that if Alan was going to die, it would be very soon.




  ‘This is called the climax, Mrs Blessed,’ he said. ‘His breathing’s bad, but if he gets through tonight, he’ll live.’




  As the evening progressed, Alan’s breathing became so laboured that we were certain he was going to die. The doctor was called once again and I remember my mother screaming at him,

  pleading with him to do something. He couldn’t. He was as helpless as we were. When the doctor left, Mrs Dancy took Mother in her arms and comforted her, while I sat by Alan’s crib and stared at his chest, praying for it to keep on moving.




  At about eleven o’clock that same evening, I was shaken awake in my bed by my mother.




  ‘Alan’s started breathing better. He’s getting stronger, Brian! Come and see!’




  Sure enough, as I looked into his crib, my little brother’s tiny chest was banging away like the privy door when the plague’s in town.




  I tell you, we had relief dripping off the walls that evening.




  ‘He’s going to live, Mum. Alan’s going to live!’




  My mother and I spent the rest of that night lying together on the sofa, watching her son – my little brother – live! She broke down periodically, and when she did I comforted her

  and stroked her hair.




  ‘It’s alright now, Mum. There’s no need to cry any more. Alan’s going to be alright.’




  But, of course, there was every reason to cry, and despite Alan’s recovery my mother’s mental health deteriorated quite alarmingly. About five days after the drama with Alan, I was

  in the kitchen with my mother, Mrs Dancy and another neighbour of ours called Mrs Simmons. They were all having tea together while I was reading my comic, when all of a sudden my mother’s

  voice changed. She started to speak in this awful kind of demonic cackle. I’d used something similar at school while we were acting out Rumpelstiltskin, which is probably why it

  alarmed me so much. It was as if she’d been possessed or something.




  Straight away Mrs Dancy called the doctor, while Mrs Simmons tried to bring my mother round. She just got worse, though. And then she began swearing, which my mother rarely did.




  The doctor, who lived close by, was there within a couple of minutes and I remember watching him slapping my mother around the face again and again, until eventually she

  returned to her old self. She had no idea what had gone on, and so the doctor had to try and explain what had happened. She was mortified, of course, but more than that she was absolutely

  terrified.




  A few days later she went again, this time with a different voice, like that of a little girl. And then it happened again with yet another voice. She had voices within voices, as though she was

  rehearsing all the parts for some bizarre play. My dad later said that he thought she was acting out scenes from her younger life; the horrible demonic cackle being an impersonation of either her

  mother or her grandmother, with the voice of the little girl being her, of course. That always seemed like the most plausible explanation.




  Treatment-wise, things weren’t quite as archaic as they had been for Alan’s pneumonia, but it was nonetheless basic in its approach. There were no talking therapies back then; no

  anti-psychotic drugs or anti-depressants. In those days, it was what they called electroconvulsive treatment, or electric shock treatment. It was like a cognitive equivalent of leeches, really, in

  the sense that it was all a little bit ‘hit and hope’. It didn’t matter what you had – psychosis, depression or a nervous disorder – if it was anything to do with the

  mind, they’d wire you up and shove a few hundred volts into you. Like something out of Flash Gordon!




  I had to go with my mother to the hospital three times a month and sign for the treatment. I was only nine, although I looked more like twelve, but there was no other bugger around to do it.

  Watching her have the treatment was torture. I remember thinking, how can this be happening to my mother? I don’t understand.




  Eventually, after about six months, this treatment started to work. It didn’t cure her; that – if it were even possible, which I doubt – would have taken years and years of

  therapy. But it did stop her going into those awful trances. We all remained quite nervous, though, for a long time after that. You see, not only did the doctors not know

  how electrotherapy worked, exactly, they also had no idea how long the benefit might last. Sometimes it could be weeks, and sometimes years. My father and I never really stopped keeping an eye on

  her. Even when she was in old age, I still remember worrying that she might one day have a relapse.




  It’s not a very happy story, is it? But, despite everything, Mother lived a long and happy life. She had problems, of course – but then, doesn’t everybody? Mother’s motto

  was that salient old adage, ‘there’s always somebody worse off than yourself’, and she was absolutely right. Yet what really pulled her through, apart from the treatment and

  plenty of love, was an innate ability to laugh at herself. She used to say, ‘Just because I’ve been off me chump for a while, doesn’t mean I can’t smile and enjoy myself.

  And if I go off me chump again, they’ll pump more of that electricity into me. It does nowt for yer complexion, Brian!’




  It was gallows humour, of course, but – my word – her ability to make fun of herself came in useful. Everybody in Goldthorpe knew what had happened to my mother and so, for a while,

  she became one of the main topics of conversation. The old gossips, of which there were many, had a bloody field day!




  ‘Ooh, there she is, Gladys, that woman who went mad . . .’




  That sort of thing didn’t bother her, though. It was water off a duck’s back to my mother. When people stared at her, she’d just say, ‘Have you never seen a mad woman

  before? Have you never seen a woman who’s off her chump? Well, now’s yer big chance. Take a good look!’ which of course made them all cower with embarrassment and fear.




  I’m going to tell you a bit about my schooldays now. I started going to school during the war, which can be a very depressing subject, of course,

  so let’s start off with a song, shall we? All together now:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Hitler has only got one ball,




                  Göring has two but very small,




                  Himmler, has something sim’lar,




                  But poor old Goebbels has none at all.




                  Daaa, de, da, de, da, da, da!


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Do you know we used to sing that in the playground at school? In fact, there were four- and five-year-olds all over the country singing songs about Nazi bollocks and suchlike. It was all part of

  the war effort!




  I went to Highgate mixed infants school in Goldthorpe, and when the war started the teachers gave us all Mickey Mouse gas masks, which we all had to wear in case Hitler managed to drop his bombs

  on us. But it was all very exciting for us kids. Very exciting! In the evening we’d listen to our crystal radio sets, desperately trying to tune into the German submarines, otherwise known as

  the Wolf Pack. Then back at school the Home Guard would come in and then let off little imitation incendiary bombs all over the yard.




  ‘You see, boys and girls,’ said the sergeant, ‘if you get too close to one of these things, you’ll be killed.’




  My first teacher there was a lady called Mrs Gummersall. She was a lovely, bright, good-looking lady who I used to have a bit of a crush on. I remember her talking about the stars to us one day.

  It must have been in around 1943.




  ‘You do know, children, that there are other worlds out there?’ she said. ‘For instance, there’s Mars, which is forty-eight million miles away. You can see it sometimes

  at night; it’s known as the Red Planet.’




  This was a revelation! This was life-changing! Other worlds? I thought. What on earth is she talking about? But of course she was right. Until then, whenever I’d asked my

  parents about the stars in the sky, I’d always been given that ‘Man in the Moon’ mumbo jumbo. The stars in the sky were in fact planets – other

  worlds – and one of the planets was called Mars. What’s more, it was red!




  Imagine what that information would do to a six-year-old boy. It had a phenomenal effect on me. I just wanted to go there; to go into space and explore! I’d read about the sci-fi hero Buck

  Rogers and suchlike, but I had always assumed it was all completely made up. Much of it was, of course; but the planets weren’t – and that was a revelation. The planets. Other

  worlds! I wanted to be in Buck Rogers’ rocket, zooming past Venus, Mars and the Sun. I still do, for heaven’s sake! After that, I started listening to Professor Fred Hoyle, the eminent

  astronomer, talking on the Third Programme about the planets and the universe. Did you know that I’m a fully trained cosmonaut? Perfectly true.
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