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To my mother Elsie, my son Albert


and my daughter Esme. I love you.
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PROLOGUE


I saw how the story ends.


My dad was eating his dinner. Every mouthful, so slowly. A labour of disinterest and disengagement as he lifted the fork to his lips.


Opposite him was an aged man of similar disposition. Like my dad he was wearing a baseball cap. Neither said a word. No acknowledgement of one another’s existence. It was the first time I’d seen Dad in the home. I walked over – ‘Hi, pal.’ He just mumbled. Nothing remotely coherent. I sat down and looked at him, my face no more than 12 inches from his. The nose, the brow, it was all still there, same as when he peered down at me from his chair, his throne, as I lay on the carpet playing with the toy Indians, Cochise, Chief Sitting Bull, Hiawatha – ‘Hiawortha’ as he said it – and Crazy Horse, which he’d given me, and so perfectly named, as a kid. That was the face of Ronnie Ecc: handsome, fearsome, an eagle. Except this eagle was no longer soaring. The eyes, no more sharp and searching. The lustre had gone. The last few downward spirals of a once strong, proud and vital being.


I was struck by the sheer pathos of it. I could see that life can end like this. We lose our physical strength. Our mental capacity does diminish. What cut deeper, to the core in fact, was the absence of spirit. My dad had always been a grafter, a fighter, full of bonhomie and passion. Now he didn’t know who he was, where he was. A man once so full of vigour had been slowly drained of life, replaced by mere existence. I was seeing my dad reduced to a shell.


His appearance said everything. Dad had always been so fastidious about the way he looked. Always immaculately clean. As a kid, it used to make me laugh. He’d wash his face so hard that his nose would shine, dry his hair so vigorously it stood up – the detail only a child sees. Coming in from work would be marked by a shave and a spruce-up. No way did he want to wear the factory when he wasn’t in it. Looking good was hugely important to him and, when the dementia came, my mum kept up the standard. When he lived with her, he was turned out fantastic. But he wasn’t getting that care in the home. And I don’t blame those people. They were understaffed. And they didn’t love him. You don’t get cared for the same as you do by people who love the bones of you.


We used to drive past this place. ‘Shoot me,’ Dad would say. ‘I’m not ending up in there. I tell you, shoot me. If you won’t shoot me, I’ll shoot myself. Nobody is looking after me. Nobody.’ And now here he was.


I sat in front of him and cried. I put my arm round him, hugging him, touching him. My dad and not my dad. I was seeing him away from my mum, away from the love and the care that he’d enjoyed. And I was seeing where he was in life, where his story was ending. Here, in this home, was where his life was ending. And it did end there. That was where he died.


I’d been grieving for him for years.
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UP THE DANCERS




I lay in bed, and as the stories washed over me, I was blessed with an overwhelming feeling of ‘this is my dad’. He’d read me a chapter a night, and when the time came to finish he’d put his face on mine – a kiss and not a kiss – and we’d both be embarrassed. Other times, at the end of a long working day, he’d fall asleep on the bed next to me. The closeness was incredible. Me, my dad, and a book. Gentleness and intimacy. I saw a totally different side to this man. I don’t say that with hindsight. Absolutely I felt it at the time.





Dad had to take over my bedtimes. Mum had started working too. She began her shift at 5 p.m. and Dad got in at six. It was up to him.


At first, it seemed weird – this was what my mum did – but I quickly grew to love the new arrangement. It became a bit of a routine. Dad would make me two pieces of toast at about half past eight, we’d watch TV, preferably Hannibal Heyes and ‘Kid’ Curry in Alias Smith and Jones, and then that was it – ‘Come on, up the apples and pears. Up the dancers.’


What I loved most was that he read to me. I hear people say I’ve got a strong voice on stage and, without a doubt, Dad is where it came from. He had a beautiful tone and was very confident at reading. He coloured a story in and made it sing from the page. He read me The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, although I wasn’t actually that interested in the title character, and I don’t think he was either. We just wanted to hear about Huckleberry Finn, who was poor but extremely resourceful. I identified that character as being my dad, and I think he recognised the same – it came across in his reading. Dad liked a story about the lost, the marginalised. He also read me Black Beauty, Anna Sewell’s novel about a horse that is badly treated, abused, an outsider, before eventually becoming treasured and loved. Both books are about being misunderstood and downtrodden and eventual triumph. Dad absolutely occupied those two books. He was a voracious reader and I wouldn’t be surprised if, as a child, he’d read them himself.


One day my mum didn’t go to work. When it got to bedtime, Dad looked at me. That familiar cry of ‘Up the dancers!’ went up.


‘I want Mum to take me to bed.’


‘Right, OK.’ Off me and my mum went.


Next day, after school, Dad was still at work. My mum had a word: ‘You know yesterday when you asked me to take you to bed?’


‘Yes.’


‘Your dad was a bit upset. He went to pieces.’


Inside I was thinking, You can’t say that about my dad. You can’t say my dad went to pieces because of me. But actually it wasn’t her who had brought me up short; it was the notion of me having power over my dad. I was stunned. ‘He was hurt by me? He treasured that time together?’ In my head, I’d always thought he didn’t want to do bedtime. This, I now realised, was actually a man who felt very tenderly towards his child, and that child had hurt him. To understand that my dad loved me, and to witness my mum’s protectiveness and sensitivity to him, was a beautiful moment. It deepened my love for them both.


I really admired Mum for unveiling my dad’s true feelings, and her own, and it wouldn’t be the last time she did so. On another occasion, me and my mate Dave were mucking about in the garden. My mum came out. ‘Eh, you two, be quiet! Chris, your dad’s in bed and he’s working nights.’


It didn’t stop us. She came out again. ‘Come in here, you!’ she said to me. I stood in the kitchen. ‘Your dad’s in bed because he’s working nights, and he’s working nights to make money to look after you, so go and play somewhere else.’


Again, I took in what she said. God, she loves him, I thought. She knows what he does for the family, and I’m being an idiot, and she’s told me.


Those two incidents were just huge. Mum was telling me something important: ‘You understand who he is.’ I’m still not sure I do. I’ve been trying to work out my dad since my very first memory of him, lying on that living-room carpet playing with my toy Indians as he sat in his chair. That memory, appropriately enough for a man whose character and personality I’m still trying to pin down, is ambiguous.


We were in our front room in Little Hulton, the black-and-white TV was on, and he was slightly to my left, reading his paper. We were both absorbed.


‘Have you noticed anything?’ I turned my head and looked up at him on his throne. His voice had taken me by surprise.


Why is he talking to me? I puzzled. He doesn’t talk much when he’s got his paper. I was always careful not to annoy Dad so I could simply have this time in his presence. Even at that age, I wanted him to be happy.


I read his face to gauge his mood, too young to truly assess his tone and expression. Was he joking? Was he angry? Which way was this going to go?


One thing I did know was I felt thrilled to be asked a direct question, like he would ask an adult. Trouble was, I didn’t have the answer. Would I disappoint him? Get in trouble? I didn’t want to spoil this moment. I was so happy to be in the same space.


‘No.’ (I had to say something.)


‘I’ve stopped smokin’.’


He was desperate for a fag, craving nicotine, and wanted to share it with somebody, an urge born of the irritation of that need. My dad was, like me, a schizo-smoker. He’d not smoke for five years, puff through forty a day for a decade, and then stop again. Senior Service he smoked, and then Benson & Hedges, before jacking them in too. ‘I’m giving them up,’ he said. ‘I’m only smoking cigars.’ He’d smoke ten Hamlet a day and inhale them. When he slept, his chest sounded like a crying baby.


As a young lad, when Dad paid me attention it felt so special. The toy Indians were a case in point. While I had toys, I was quite destructive, wouldn’t take proper care of them, but the Indians were different. They came alive because my dad was invested in them. He named them, and in so doing engaged in an imaginative game with me, so much more than just ‘Here you are, play with these.’ They were important.


My playing with Indians fitted in with his own love of the cowboy films. He would always side with the Native Americans, so much so that I look at his nose, and mine, and think about how those very people came to Salford in the early 1900s in a travelling Wild West show, setting up their wigwams at Trafford Park on the docks. These were Sioux Indians, otherworldly, mysterious, and, inevitably, some of the local women took a shine. There is definitely Sioux Indian blood in Salford, totally befitting the radical history of the place. The Sioux Indians were about as radical as they come. While at the docks, a Native American chief was taken seriously ill because of the cold. Eventually, he died in Hope Hospital, at which point several other Sioux broke in, carted him away, and buried him according to their own rituals. The site is now a car park, the Sioux version of Richard III in Leicester.


Are we Native Americans? I’d wonder as I looked at mine and Dad’s noses. Why not? The DNA will be all across Salford. I expect, just like my dad, there were, and still are, lots of blokes in Salford deconstructing the American myth of the cowboys and Indians film. ‘What’s all this about? It’s their bloody land. The cruel bastards, leave them alone.’


Dad was just the same with the spaghetti westerns. He loved Clint Eastwood’s The Man with No Name, an outsider, on the side of the Mexicans. Again, that suited Dad because, if he was going to side with anyone, it would be the oppressed. If we went to the cinema, it would often be to see a spaghetti western. Often, he’d blag me in on the door. I loved those films, and love them to this day, but more than that I loved being with my dad. It felt rare. My mum was always there. I knew she would always have time for me, that I could be emotional with her and she would be emotional with me. The cinema was something I could share with my dad, to the extent I would watch him as much as I watched the film. I’d sit next to him in the darkness and, like a flower in the daylight, sense him opening up. Going to the cinema was massive. I loved it. I loved, loved, loved being with my dad.


I’d create games that would give me, and him, a chance to show our affection. With my son Albert I give him a big hug and a kiss and tell him I love him. My dad didn’t do that and so, instead, when he came in from work, I’d run into the kitchen, slide on the oilcloth, and snatch his Daily Express from the tool pocket of his blue overalls. It’s nice to walk through a door and your son to run at you. I knew he loved it.


Sometimes I’d ask, ‘Dad, can we have a silly half-hour?’ He did it more with my twin brothers, Alan and Keith, eight years older than me, but on occasion he’d wrestle with me and teach me a bit of boxing, lightning fast. He’d get me on the floor and rub his bristles on my face, which was just heaven. I’d be laughing and giggling. The very fact it was my dad, and his face was so close to mine, and I loved that face so much. And I loved him so much. I could feel that he was getting pleasure out of it. Just nothing like it. Even talking about it now, I get emotional. Other times my brothers would watch Kung Fu with John Carradine and then go upstairs and start karate-kicking each other, with my 7-year-old self joining in. We had woodchip wallpaper and as we careered around, it would get under our nails, so painful. My dad, meanwhile, would be stood at the bottom of the stairs – ‘Eh, down here now!’ We’d all come down, light fittings swinging behind us. Alan and Keith would get a light clip on the head. I’d cower slightly, but he’d never hit me.


‘Bloody nearly had the ceiling down!’ I think actually he found it amusing.


Dad used to have this trick where he’d put his finger under my chin – ‘Get out of that without moving.’ Master Kan, a character in Kung Fu, had something similar. ‘When you can take the pebble from my hand,’ he would tell a young protagonist, ‘it will be time for you to leave.’ My dad would do the same with me, except instead of a pebble he would have one of those little stubby pens from Ladbrokes. I’d grab for it, but his fist would always close before I got there. In all those exchanges, there was every bit as much love as him bear-hugging and kissing me. They touch me now as they did then, always in the back of my mind.


At home, there was a quirky individuality about Dad. He was the master of memes in the original sense of the word. Radio, or the wireless as he referred to it, had been massive for him growing up, as it was for that entire generation. It had enormous potency, not just in the gravity of the news it brought, but in the escapism it delivered. Dad revelled in that little box and it had a seismic impact on his love of language. His big thing was Dick Barton – Special Agent, which again he carried through life, especially the ‘Da-da-da!’ of its theme tune. Whenever a key moment happened in a film, such as the Indians appearing over the hill in a western, he’d be straight in there – ‘Da-da-da!’ References from old shows peppered his language. I’d ask him how he knew something and he’d say, ‘I know because I am The Whistler,’ and start whistling, a reference to the American radio show of the same name. He loved Frank Randle, the Lancashire comic – ‘I’ve supped some ale toneet’.


He’d throw phrases around all the time, all lodged in his head from time spent in front of the speaker. ‘A shot rang out, the lights went out, the cat ran out, I ran out . . . I’m not staying in there it’s bloody dangerous.’ ‘Stand and deliver, your money or your life.’ ‘The Lord said to Moses “Come forth!”, and he came fifth and won a teapot.’ ‘If a fella met a fella in a field of fitches, could a fella tell a fella if his belly itches.’ ‘Spring is sprung, the grass is ris. I wonders where the birdies is.’ ‘I see no ships, only fish and chips.’


He had another one that only came out when Mum wasn’t there. ‘Sergeant Major, is the soup ready?’ ‘Fuck the soup. Right, marker, steady!’ That wasn’t a radio meme but a hangover from his National Service days, driving a tank carrier over Salisbury Plain chasing rabbits and foxes.


Those things are amazing as a child, an instant insight into a parent’s more playful side, a hint that actually they are more like yourself than you might ever have imagined. When Dad came up with those limericks and phrases he’d heard on the radio, he was softening, and it allowed me to get closer to him. I’d then go off and expand those words and images in my own imagination, to the extent it’s not too big a stretch to say Dad’s relationship with radio fed into me going to drama school. Maybe one day they’ll do the same with someone else. Dad may be gone but those favourite sayings, plucked from the airwaves, have travelled through the family. His grandchildren and even his great-grandchildren are now familiar with some of his verbal tropes.


Clearly, there was fun and stability in the house and yet all the time I had a nagging insecurity about the twins’ relationship. My brothers were patient, loving and generous with me. Alan, the slightly more demonstrative of the pair, bought me a yellow shovel-nosed car once, which I still think of, and we would play with cap and spud guns. In fact, Alan once gave Keith a detached retina with a dried pea fired from a Gat gun – he’d stuck his head round a corner at an inopportune moment. I dogged them terribly to play with me and, where they could, they would do just that – but I envied what they’d got, what they shared, to the extent I even split them up. They shared the larger bedroom while I was in the box room. Eventually, by sheer virtue of moaning, nagging and making a fuss, they gave into my selfishness and babyishness and Alan had the box room while I went in with Keith. It didn’t last long. It was obvious they should share the bigger room and Mum reversed the decision. This was about more than rooms, though. It was me trying to create a symbolic relationship as a twin. But I wasn’t a twin and there was no use pretending otherwise. The situation was indicative of a general paranoia about Alan and Keith. I was needy and there were periods when I felt left out. Often that was simply because they were older than me so they could do stuff like stay up later watching telly. But a good deal of it was the pop psychology of ‘Where’s my twin?’ My brothers had a special bond, my mum and dad had a special bond – what did I have?


To be fair, Mum and Dad never made a special thing of my brothers being twins. For instance, they only ever dressed my brothers the same out of necessity. There was too much common sense in them for it to be any other way. Their clothes did affect me, though. I’d get all their hand-me-downs, which, because eight years had elapsed until they fitted me, were totally out of sync with the times. I was profoundly self-conscious about this. In the late ’60s and early ’70s, boys at junior school were starting to wear long pants all the time, but my mum would insist that I wore shorts, always shorts that our kid had worn, that were, thanks to changing fashions, by now ridiculously long. There was a kids’ programme on the telly at the time called Sam. It was set in the ’30s and Sam was an old-fashioned kid with old-fashioned shorts – long shorts. It caused me issues at Bridgewater Primary School, where other kids would make comments. It made me profoundly self-conscious, not because I was scruffy – Mum would have never had me scruffy – but because I looked different. I was bullied in the infants by one girl in particular. Looking back, I can see she probably had issues of her own. She looked unwashed, was bigger than her age, and was bullying a male child, so who knows what was going on? Whatever the underlying reasons, I was absolutely petrified. I cannot claim virtuousness on this count. I bullied a lad when I moved up into the juniors. I used to make him give me his crisps. I’ll carry the absolute shame of that to my grave. I picked on the weakest, most vulnerable kid, and I bullied him. There’s no excuse for it. I’d like to find him and say sorry, but what’s the use of apologising now?


As a kid, I found myself mentally split over my brothers. I was proud of the fact there were twins in the family. People would say to me, ‘What’s it like to grow up with identical twin brothers?’ and I would say, ‘What’s it like not to?’ It was my only framework and I liked it because it made us special, and I wanted to be special. I still to this day have the same enthusiasm when I tell people about them – ‘My brothers are twins!’ It’s also a bit sci-fi – ‘Morning,’ coming from two people who look exactly the same. But the feeling that there were two pairs in the house, Mum and Dad, Alan and Keith, and then me, at once part of them and part removed, on the outside observing, absorbing, was overwhelming.


That sense of being different drove a competitiveness in me. I’d get them on the squash court when I was fourteen and they were twenty-two and my attitude was always ‘I’ll beat you’. Which I did. I’d inherited my dad’s hand–eye coordination, whereas Alan and Keith weren’t particularly sporting. But this was a gulf, in age, attitude, reference and experience, that could never be bridged with a little green ball. No matter how much I tried to see the world as they saw it, I never found it any easier than trying to recapture a dream after waking in my sleep. But maybe that’s forever the fate of the youngest. The age difference never seems to go away. George Harrison once noted of Paul McCartney: ‘When I met Paul, I was five years younger than him, and I’m still five years younger than him now.’ I’m still eight years younger than my brothers, even though I’m fifty-five.


It wasn’t just inside the family I would fixate on people; it happened outside our four walls too. At school one day, I was watching a mate called Mark Kavanagh walking along. Isn’t Mark Kavanagh amazing? I was thinking. There is nobody more Mark Kavanagh than him. Mark Kavanagh? I can’t believe he even exists, he’s so original. I did that to few people, not because I was close to them or they were girls I was in love with, but because I was experiencing people in a way that was slightly unusual – as if I had a filter out on me. Maybe that’s where some of the fascination about character, being amazed at the idiosyncrasies of another person, comes from. The basic fact that they are experiencing reality in an entirely different manner, and yet we are coexisting. Seeing the world through others’ eyes – think about it too much and at some point you end up not knowing where they end and you begin.


Having twins meant an unusual experience for Mum, too. Twins weren’t as common as they are now with the advent of fertility drugs. When they did come, it presented a strange dynamic, one in which a mother could be forgiven for feeling excluded. Some might think with twins a mother gets twice as much, but Alan and Keith always looked to each other first. When I came along, it was her first one on one. I asked her once about the eight-year gap between myself and the twins and she said my dad was careful but she wanted another child. She was a fair bit older at that point and was perhaps aware of how the clock was running against her. They had been hoping for a girl and then I came along. I was going to be Alison.


I was twenty-one when Mum told me, quite casually, that she’d had a miscarriage after me. Her revelation stayed with me. As with all kids, it never occurred to me that I might have had other siblings who never made it. I thought how I could have had a younger brother or sister, someone I could have looked after and played with. Even now I know that, if that child had survived, it would have changed the course of my life, because whatever I have done was forged in the crucible of that home and those relationships. Two pairs and me. If I’d had a sibling near my age, I’d have been very much involved with them. Instead, I had a sense of being alone, an only child in a family set-up. I was sat on the outside, being novelistic, freezing moments, cataloguing. I was a difficult kid who spent a lot of time in his own company, joined only by a secret cast of characters. ‘Old Man in the Rain’ entailed me sitting on a fishing basket, half in, half out our back door, being just that, an old man in the rain. ‘The Woman on the Landing’ had a slightly more ghostly presence, while for ‘The Mad Professor’, who resided in my bedroom, I’d get little tubes of glitter and spray aerosols into them. The glitter would go everywhere and the professor would be blown up. My characters weren’t just confined to the house. Morbidly, when I went to the swimming baths, I used to play ‘Dead Man on the Rocks’. I’d lie on the steps, semi-immersed in the water as if I was a corpse. Whenever there was even the lightest dusting of snow, meanwhile, I used to be ‘Scott of the Antarctic’. I’d walk a spiral in our front garden until I got to the centre, where I’d die – because, according to me, that’s what Scott did.


The massive obsession was Sean Connery as James Bond. When I got home from school, I’d get changed into a suitable outfit – pair of blue flares, an odd material with protruding seams and white elastic that had come away from the waistband, and a blue polo neck. Once in my costume, from then on whatever I did was as James Bond – James Bond Makes His Toast, James Bond Goes For A Pee – culminating in me taking a toy gun, with the look of a Walther PPK, and putting my dad’s vinyl album of John Barrie’s greatest hits on a loop. It would reach a finale of me taking a powerful industrial lamp of my dad’s and positioning it so it created a spotlight on the privet hedge. At that point, I’d replicate the iconic gun pose of the Bond opening credits. Or I’d run into the glare as if I’d been spotted in a searchlight. I’d do that for hours. I used to sign my name ‘Chris Eccleston 007’. So embarrassing.


I was obsessed with Sean Connery’s Bond because to me he was the archetype of masculinity. I thought that’s what a man should be. I had all the James Bond annuals and in one picture Connery was knocked out on the floor. Even the way he lay was virile and macho and cool. I’d be on the floor myself, twisting, turning, trying exactly to replicate the body position. Later I’d hear the famous story about Bond producers Albert ‘Cubby’ Broccoli and Harry Saltzman interviewing Connery for the role, watching afterwards from the window as he disappeared down the street. He got the part, they said, because he walked like a cat.


The guises I’d adopt were for nobody’s benefit but mine. I’d do a lot of things on my own. I’d spend hours in bed reading. If I went outside, I’d be kicking a football, commentating like I was on Match of the Day. I would lose myself so thoroughly in my own imagination that I experienced what I can only describe as a series of petit mal seizures. It happened a few times, like I’d hypnotised myself, convinced myself I was that character, which I think all children are capable of doing – I see it in my daughter Esme, chattering away to herself – until something snapped me out of what I was doing. On one occasion, I went down the stairs and into the living room while in such a state.


‘There’s a rhythm,’ I told my mum and brothers.


They were watching telly and looked at me, confused. ‘What?’


‘Can you not hear it?’ I was going round touching the furniture as if I could feel something. ‘It’s all the same rhythm.’


I’d got so deeply into play that I’d altered my own mental state and was hearing this definite rhythm. Like I was going the way that madness lies. I don’t understand it myself, so who knows what they made of that situation.


Another time, I was convinced there was a Greek statue staring at me through the window. I went downstairs, got Mum and Alan, and took them up to my bedroom.


‘Look! Look at that! There!’ Again, one can only imagine what they were thinking. The only logical explanation is I dreamed the statue so vividly that I could still see it when I woke up.


You could look at this period as the beginning of a third eye, an altered state of consciousness and perception. I wonder also if it was the beginning of what has been branded as my intensity, like a pre-stutter, connected similarly to my power of concentration. Believe me, I can really concentrate hard. When I’m doing takes, or I’m on stage, the concentration is solely on the acting. It has to be, that’s the job. And that is effectively changing my mental state.


It’s not just me who says that. Peter Vaughan acknowledged as much about himself during filming for Our Friends in the North. We were doing a take, me as Nicky Hutchinson, he as Nicky’s dad Felix, in a typical TV studio where somebody drops a matchstick and it sounds like a bomb’s gone off. There was this tiny noise.


Peter halted. ‘Ah, can we go again please?’ He was slightly angry and embarrassed because he thought he was being indulgent.


‘Do you feel all right, Peter?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but all the antennae are out.’ He meant he had entered a very externalised state. That’s not easy to do. You can’t just flick a switch and go, ‘I’m in character now!’ It needs to happen more naturally. Often it never does. The frustration of being an actor is that so often you are trying to capture something that is completely illusive. A child’s mind, uncluttered by extraneous thoughts, is perhaps in a better position to achieve that disconnection from reality. The point is, with me, I seem to have felt shadows of other characters, real and imagined, all my life.


When I was seven, I went round next door to Lily and Charlie Donegan’s.


‘My Great Auntie Annie’s dead,’ I told them.


Great Auntie Annie had come to live with us as a grey-haired old lady in ill health. She was a matter-of-fact woman who I always found slightly unnerving. Once, I arranged my toy cars on a stool.


‘I’ve parked them up,’ I told her.


‘No, you haven’t,’ she said. ‘They’re all touching, and when cars park there’s always a space.’ You see? Matter of fact.


With Annie in the house, it felt like death was around, purely because she was so ancient. Her presence placed a veil of morbidity over my head. Lily and Charlie came round.


‘She’s not dead, love, she’s asleep.’


Death wasn’t long, however, in manifesting itself. One day she was there, one day she wasn’t, and I’ve since come to realise the event traumatised me. For years afterwards, on a Sunday night when I used to have to go up for a bath, right up to when I was sixteen, I would be terrified that when I came out of the bathroom there’d be a woman in a nightdress with very grey hair staring at me. I know that’s a cliché – the classic grey-haired lady of practically every ghost story ever written – but it was reinforced by the TV of the time. I loved the ITV series Thriller, which presented a different, often haunting, drama each week, and had seen an episode about just this sort of ghostly old lady and another featuring a nun. My fear of a malevolent presence in my house was very potent to me, but because I was sixteen and living in a very macho culture, I was deeply embarrassed that my imagination was so active. No way was I going to tell anyone. Another little oddity kept locked in my head allowed a glimpse of daylight only recently when I used my dread fear of the ghost of Auntie Annie to inform my emotion when I encountered the witches in Macbeth.


There’s part of me that thinks I’ve used my own ‘third eye’ experiences to tell myself how special I am. Nowadays, I would imagine my parents, if asked, would describe me as an imaginative, sensitive child, but there was no language of that back then. I was just Chris being Chris. ‘Eh up – he’s off again.’ You didn’t dwell, you just got on with things. I do know, though, that my house, my box room, my family, played a huge part in who I am.


A crucible for a little boy.





2


SALFORD




‘My function is not to reassure people. I want to make them uncomfortable. To send them out of the place arguing and talking.’


Ewan MacColl





There was another cauldron bubbling away in the background. As much as my heightened imagination was piqued within those four walls in Little Hulton, the overarching influence in my life was 6 miles away down the road.


I came to being in 59 Blodwell Street, Salford, a classic two-up-two-down council property where you stepped straight out onto the street. Not any more – it’s been knocked down. It was unusual to be born at home in the mid-’60s, but Mum had already given birth once – well, twice really – and the rules allowed for the second child, in her case the third, to be born domestically. I didn’t make it easy. I started on the Friday afternoon and didn’t deign to emerge until the Sunday night at five to six. I was 9lb 4oz. My Uncle Joe used to call me Garth after the outsized adventure hero from the Daily Mirror cartoon strip. I’m not sure if Garth was the same, but I remained bald as a coot until I was three.


While there were plenty of slum clearances going on in Salford in the ’60s, Blodwell Street wasn’t one of them. It was simply a row of old terraced houses, outside toilet, bath in front of the fire, the same sort of homes that other cities have regenerated and reinvigorated for new generations. The seed of a move away was only planted in my mum’s head when a neighbour knocked on the door.


‘Would you ever consider moving out of Salford?’ she asked. The woman’s sister was living in Little Hulton and wanted to come back to Salford because she missed it. Essentially, it was an unofficial council swap. My mum was keen, seduced by the inviting prospect of clean air, more room, and the fear that in Salford my brothers were starting to run wild. My dad was completely against it. He would have stayed in Salford, but Mum was from a more aspirant background. She was posh working-class, put in a blue dress as a little girl on election day, not an uncommon occurrence among a good proportion of the working class who’d rejected socialism – ‘We know who we are, we know the king’s the king, and they know what’s best.’


The Conservatives at that time, laughably, embodied morality, whereas support the Labour Party and you were a communist – or a ‘commonist’ as my dad got called when he went to pick my mum up from my Grandma Elliott’s house wearing a red shirt on their first date. Red shirt, suit, fags – that was my dad all over. He was a bit rough while Mum was genteel working-class. Her grandma looked like Queen Victoria, and it was her who put Mum in that little blue dress. Mum’s mum had died when she was four. She wasn’t allowed to go to the funeral. It was deemed not to be proper (I disagree with that – I believe children should not be denied the ritual). Instead she went to the cinema. Afterwards, she was looked after by her dad, Joe. He wasn’t a rough Salford bloke in the way that my Grandad Pop, my dad’s dad, was, but he was still a tough man, with a look of Robert Mitchum I always thought. To be on your own with no wife and a small child, particularly if that child was female, was deemed unmanly, and Joe, still a young man, didn’t bother about Elsie as he should. At one stage, Grandma Elliott came to Salford to see them only to find the little girl in the house on her own. She went to the nearest pub and there was Joe. She went back to the house, took Elsie by the hand, strolled into the pub, and told Joe, ‘She’s coming with me.’ That was it – and I think that’s what he wanted. It didn’t mean the end for their relationship, though. Over time they got to know each other and grew close in later life.


My mum, when she developed her own mind, would also reject the political overtones of the blue dress. That’s not to say she didn’t defer – she and Dad saw the middle class as their betters – but if it came to it and anyone tried to use or trample them, they’d have ’em. She and Dad were Labour. My mum did vote Liberal on occasion, because she would really think about what was being offered; she would see the nuance and still does to this day. My dad never thought about it. He’d have voted for Blair post-Iraq even when we knew the liar he was (actually, by that time dad was too far gone with dementia to notice). For him, politics was very meat and potatoes – ‘You vote for Labour, the party of the working man.’ The Conservatives were ‘bastards – Tory bastards’. We stopped at a service station once and Ted Heath pulled up in the car next to us. My mum was nervous.


‘Ronnie,’ she said, ‘don’t say anything.’ He didn’t. He feared my mum’s ire more than he hated Ted Heath.


Mum definitely had influence over Dad. He respected her and she was never the ‘little woman’ of the relationship. For her part, she knew he lacked the confidence to try something new – if my dad had taken the lead, they’d never have had a holiday, let alone moved home, so she wouldn’t hold back on being direct. I’m still on the end of that now. ‘Buck your ideas up, Christopher! Maurice isn’t an idiot,’ she told me recently when I was reading my lines to The A Word with her.


Inevitable then that, despite Dad’s initial misgivings over the house in Little Hulton, she got him to go and have a look. What they found was a much bigger home, 1930s, two bedrooms and a box room, semi-detached, garden front and back, on a council estate almost in the countryside, the latter being massive to two people for whom openness and nature meant so much. We’re not talking abject luxury here. The house had no central heating, we had an open fire that heated the water via a back boiler, and oilcloth because Mum and Dad couldn’t afford carpets, but it was definitely a step up from Blodwell Street, the better environment to raise her family for which Mum yearned. In order to pay the rent for the new house, for a while my dad did his shift at Colgate from eight ’til five, came home, had his tea, and then, five days a week, from six ’til ten, worked at Bulmers, the cider brewery, again driving a stacker truck.


I was seven months old when we made that move. Clearly, I have no memory of the time I spent in that terrace, but what I do know is I came to consciousness in Little Hulton thinking, I don’t come from here, a mental default I would carry with me for ever. I’ve spent my life enjoying being a stranger in places. It’s one of the main things I love about acting, being an outsider in a town. I’ve done it in Los Angeles, I’ve done it in Austin, I’ve done it in Melbourne, Leicester, Nottingham, Glasgow. I never to this day say I’m from Little Hulton. Salford overrode any time-hewn attachment to LH. I grew up hearing conversations about how ‘we’re not from here’, reinforced by the fact that anybody visiting us came from Salford and if we visited anyone we went the other way. All the tales, all the anecdotes, were about Salford. I’d hear about my mum’s sister Olive, attractive, busty and red-headed, who worked in the ticket booth at the Ambassador Cinema, known as ‘The Ambass’, and how, before Ronnie met my mum, all the lads used to try it on with her. ‘We couldn’t get a smile out of her,’ my dad said. My mum later explained it to me – ‘Olive just thought they were all common.’


For all its distress and dirt, Salford, to me, had a sense, and still does, of being Camelot. All my values, all the stories, all the honesty I saw in Mum and Dad’s work ethic, come from there, passed on to new generations. There was a story oft told about my Uncle Bill, made unemployed, like so many others in the Great Depression of the 1930s, and not coming home, the family sending out search parties before he was found crying in a doorway. I first heard that story as a 6-year-old. It gave me a value, so when, ten years on, I was watching Boys from the Blackstuff, and making the connection, ‘1930s, 1981 – hang on’, I knew exactly who I was from. In our house, we had a shared ethos of ‘This is who we are’. Salford was my domain, and maybe, when I got older, that was why it was so easy to leave Little Hulton – I never really felt like I belonged there. Yes, there was a real sense we’d moved up in the world because we were in a better house, more room, but at the same time it felt as if the people in Little Hulton were very different, rural in a sense, far less inner-city. It seemed they felt it too. There was a bit of a class thing going on. Even though everyone was in council houses, Salford, as it always has been and always will be, was seen as rough. So our family was seen as rough. To add to the interloper feel, the families that came to Little Hulton from Salford were officially called overspill – a charming phrase. That same term was used again when there was another wave of newcomers in the ’80s, except this new influx were much more socially challenged in terms of employment and drugs after several years of Margaret Thatcher. There was more criminal activity. That dignity and sense of morality that comes from having a job wasn’t there; the old thing about people keeping their gardens right, and then, before you know it, they’re full of fridges and broken-down vans. All of a sudden there were lads in baseball caps hanging about on the streets. Thanks to the Tories’ social and economic policies, people were skint and they started nicking. Having never had any problems in twenty years, my mum and dad were broken into four times in a decade. They shared a sense of bemusement that somebody of their own could come and rob them. Hurt pre-empted anger – ‘We don’t do that to each other.’


That’s not to say Little Hulton was previously an idyll. It was a typical working-class estate. When I was a kid, I was frightened of the skinheads. A load of them used to go out in a white Bedford van and jump out and batter people. It was possibly an urban myth, but there was a story that one bonfire night some skinheads had stabbed a Guy Fawkes dummy, only to discover there was somebody in the disguise. But Little Hulton had never been a place where people turned on one another. In the end, lack of opportunity and austerity in a decade, the ’80s, where others were making an obscene display of their wealth eroded natural working-class pride.


We were never overwhelmed with visitors in Little Hulton, but New Year’s Eve was always a big get-together. Mum and Dad wanted it to be all-encompassing, not something owned by one age group, and so my brothers would bring all their mates. Mum and Dad adored the twins’ friends and the liveliness they brought to the house. They didn’t want everyone sitting around on chairs; they wanted a proper do, a good old-fashioned knees-up. While my mum piloted the cooker, doling out pies – beef and mince, steak and kidney, cheese and onion – as well as potato hash and beetroots that she did in their juice with sugar, and my dad cut open another Watney’s Party Seven, my brothers and their girlfriends would be dancing away in the front room watching Rod Stewart’s Hogmanay special. Younger than anyone else by some distance, I’d stay up, observing, taking it all in – the documentarian. Those were the happiest times.


Mum and Dad would also have a Boxing Day party. When the pubs emptied, everyone would come down to ours and the house again would be filled with laughter and noise. Dad never drank shorts – the one and only time he’d done so he’d fallen down a hole on Salisbury Plain (he also felt that in a man it indicated getting above your station, being a bit pretentious). But for women it was different, and on big occasions such as these, Mum would drink gin. She was always sociable, but gin totally transformed her. At parties, my dad and his mates would gather in the backroom, the result being there’d be a fair bit of blokeish non-PC humour. My mum would walk right into the middle of that banter and invert it so that all the women were laughing at the men, all that schoolboy sniggering turned on its head. My dad’s face would be one of embarrassment mixed with huge amounts of admiration. He could play the game, but because of my mum’s incredibly strong feminine influence, decided he wouldn’t. I watched this scene unfold, fascinated. I knew I liked it more than the boys’ club. I was a big fan of my mum, and her ability to own a roomful of men was something to behold.


Dad beheld it too. Witnessing life through Mum was such an important part of my dad’s relationship to her. He would delight, absolutely, in watching her pleasure. My brother, an upholsterer, once made her a chair. It was beautiful and she was a little overwhelmed. ‘Oh, Alan, I don’t know what to say.’ Myself, being the watcher, wasn’t looking at the chair; I was looking at my dad’s face. He wasn’t looking at the chair either; he was watching her, again vicariously living her happiness. He did that a lot. His first reaction when anything funny, positive or momentous happened was to look straight at her.


Dad had a fantastic laugh, which we called ‘the guffaw’, and we’d hear it ringing out at parties. He loved people and he was a great audience for a joke, but wasn’t somebody who would stand up and entertain. He’d defer that role to my mum, or Alan, them both being the main source of humour in the house.


Dad’s humour was more inadvertent and came from his bizarre way of doing things. For instance, he didn’t like to ask people to do something for him, so would find a roundabout way of doing so. I’d be sat watching the TV with him – ‘Are you going upstairs?’


‘No, Dad.’ He’d go back to the telly.


‘Why?’ I’d know where this was going.


‘Doesn’t matter.’


‘Why?’


‘It doesn’t matter. You’re not going up so it doesn’t matter.’


‘Why did you ask?’


‘Well, if you were going up, I wouldn’t mind you turning the immersion heater on.’


Why he wouldn’t just ask, I don’t know.


Other times, me, Alan and Keith would be watching something on TV when he’d walk in and turn it over.


‘What’s this?’ he’d ask.


‘I’ve no idea, Dad, we were watching the other side.’


Occasionally, he’d borrow a fiver off one of us. A couple of weeks later, it still wouldn’t be back.


‘Dad, can I have that fiver?’


‘Fiver? What are you on about, fiver?’


‘I lent you a fiver.’


‘I don’t remember.’ We’d get it back in the end.


There was a genuine eccentricity in there, like him asking where his glasses were only for them to be on his head – all this very much pre-dementia. We all used to watch Fawlty Towers together and I felt then and know now that the four of us were laughing at Basil because we too had one in the house. He half knew that, I think. It fitted in with his ability to be self-parodic.


‘France,’ he’d say, ‘they should build a concrete wall around it and fill it in with concrete.’ He had another fate in store for the Gauls – ‘All the French should be made to swim home and those that make it should be shot on the beach.’ We knew he didn’t believe it. It was just Fawlty Towers moved from Torquay to Salford.


There were certain things I loved watching with Dad because his reaction was so joyous. Me and him loved the Fred Quimby Tom and Jerry cartoons. Occasionally there’d be a sequence where Jerry would run through an open window only for it to come slamming down on the pursuing Tom’s neck, at which point his mouth would open and his tongue shoot out three feet. That made my dad laugh more than anything. Laurel and Hardy we loved, too, not so much for the slapstick, more for the interplay, Oliver’s looks to camera, his sheer unadulterated frustration. Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads?, the subtlety of the relationship between Bob and Terry, was similarly massive for my dad. We also used to watch The Black and White Minstrel Show because Dad loved the singing. Even if the overt racism was noted, it was certainly not mentioned. Of all entertainers, though, Eric Morecambe, without a shadow of a doubt, was the ultimate favourite. When Eric came on the telly, it was as though he was my dad’s personal friend. If Eric was on, you knew Dad’s mood would be good.


Dad found his pleasure in being with Elsie, reading his newspaper, or watching something good on TV. Unless it was a party, he rarely drank at home. If he did fancy a drink, he wasn’t one for dragging me along, giving me a bag of crisps and sticking me in a corner. My mum wouldn’t have that, and he wouldn’t have been comfortable with it either. If I did happen to be with him when he went for a drink, generally I’d wait in the car, as happened when he had a pint in The Raven with my Granddad Pop and my Granddad Shaw. I spent that particular half-hour messing around with the lights, and when he came out they had to give him a jump start because I’d run his battery down.


Before the twins came along, Dad spent a lot more time in the pub. Granddad Pop demanded that all his sons be there in the Red Lion, in Irlam, known as ‘The Cat’, on a Friday night. But when Alan and Keith arrived it was full-on hard work for my mum. Endlessly, she’d be washing, feeding, cleaning. In the end, she put her foot down.


‘I can’t do this, Ronnie,’ she told him. ‘It’s not just the work; we haven’t got the money for you to go drinking.’


Dad listened. I can either be in the pub with this lot, he thought, or I can be at home with my wife and twin sons.


From that moment on, the other lads at the pub called him Cinderella because he was always missing the ball. Dad wasn’t bothered. He could be a real man’s man in the boozer, but Elsie allowed him a richer emotional life at home. He loved being a father to the babies. He knew also, from a tough upbringing, where hunger was a constant companion, that money was tight and was to be respected. Like many working-class people, Mum and Dad feared money and its power to dictate life in the starkest of ways. It’s a hard habit to shake. To this day, waste of any sort upsets my mum. Worth remembering when we see elderly people rooting around in their purses at the supermarket that they really did come from a background where every penny counts. Mum and Dad, for instance, started out in a rented room with orange boxes for furniture in a house in Eccles Precinct. From there, they would set out every morning to the same bus stop to go to work at Colgate-Palmolive, the factory where they’d met. I asked them about that moment once when we were out in a restaurant in Manchester. Dad had dementia at that point, but he still had a keen memory of the encounter, although Mum gave it a rather more filmic quality. She’d already heard about Dad when one day the lift opened and there he was on his stacker truck, typical Ronnie, with one pallet too many. ‘He never took his eyes off me as the lift doors closed,’ she told me. ‘I thought, He’s tricky.’


‘If it had been any of the other blokes I’d have told him, “Eh, silly old, you’ve got too many pallets there,” but I thought, He won’t take that very well.’ Instead, she told him, ‘Oh, I’m not sure you’re meant to bring two.’ She was astute. She could see there was a fragility of confidence.


Elsie finished with a bloke to go out with my dad. Her spurned beau later became a professional footballer and wrote to her trying to get her back. She chose Ronnie. They had a church wedding. Dad had a very questionable haircut, Mum looked beautiful in a subtle, understated wedding dress, a locket round her neck. I am looking at the photo now – she looks gorgeous. You were punching above your weight, Dad. They couldn’t afford a honeymoon. The nearest they got to a treat was when his brother Pete, his best man, stuck a fiver in his pocket at the end of the night. From Eccles Precinct, eventually Mum and Dad got hold of their first Salford council house in Stone Street, moving on to Blodwell Street, and Little Hulton, raising their three kids as they went.


Salford itself embodies Mum and Dad’s determination to rise above adversity. In The Condition of the Working Class in England, penned in 1844, Friedrich Engels, who spent much of his life in the city, describes it as a ‘very unhealthy, dirty and dilapidated district’. Little had changed when in 1931 a major survey concluded that while parts of Salford contained some of the worst slums in the country, infested by rats and lacking elementary amenities, inspectors were ‘struck by the courage and perseverance with which the greater number of tenants kept their houses clean and respectable under the most adverse conditions’. People had nothing, but their homes glistened.


Salford actually became a pioneer. The Royal Museum and Public Library, opened in 1850, was the first unconditional free public library in the country, a link perhaps to the fact that so many notables who emerged from the area did so through a radical use of culture and words. Emmeline Pankhurst, founder of the suffragette movement, spent her early years in Pendleton, and her father owned a theatre in Salford for several years. Her ability to engage a crowd can be attributed to that very stage. Walter Greenwood, author of Love on the Dole, and the dramatist Shelagh Delaney, whose play A Taste of Honey questioned an array of social mores and prejudices, were both from Salford, as were Joy Division founders Bernard Sumner and Peter Hook, their non-conformist DIY outlook shared by fellow Salfordians the Happy Mondays and punk poet John Cooper Clarke.


Current Master of the Queen’s Music and prominent gay rights campaigner Sir Peter Maxwell Davies also emanates from Salford, as does Alistair Cooke (whose Letter from America was broadcast for decades on Radio 4) and the actor Robert Powell. I’ll reserve special mention for Albert Finney, the greatest of them all, although the footballer Paul Scholes runs him close. Indeed, one of the best moments of my life was when I met Scholes in Starbucks in Manchester, sat at a table with his wife and baby. In situations like this, I generally give people their space, but, on this occasion, I took the opportunity. I had to – I respected him as a footballer so much, watching him in the Manchester United reserves right through to his incredible performances in the first team. Equally, I loved the fact he could have earned loads more money by putting himself out there, doing adverts and the like, but wouldn’t do it. He was the best player on the pitch but did the least press.


I sat myself down. ‘All right, mate?’ I said, with great originality.


‘All right,’ he replied.


His wife then interjected. ‘Eh, you!’ she said. ‘You went on a date with my mate and she said that when she walked into the place you were reading a book. You were reading a book on a date! And you never rang her back.’


I saw a smirk on Scholesy’s face, which only broadened when I started trying to dig myself out of the hole.


Thankfully, my all-time hero, possibly registering my discomfort, delivered a subject change. ‘What was that thing you did about a schoolteacher?’


‘Hearts and Minds,’ I told him. ‘It was on Channel 4.’


‘It was good, that,’ he noted. My favourite player had just given me a decent review.
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