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    Preface




    The crazy world of Coronation Street was brought home to me soon after I joined the show as Jack Duckworth. I wasn’t a regular in those early days, so I was allowed to take on other work as well.




    In 1982 I was an extra in a Granada TV production of King Lear. It starred Sir Laurence Olivier and John Hurt, among other top-notch actors. I’d been for a pub lunch with two of my mates, who were cast as non-speaking soldiers in the Shakespeare play. By coincidence we returned on foot to the main doors of the Granada Studios at the same time as Sir Larry and John got out of a taxi. The crowd of autograph hunters outside went wild. As they surged forward with books and biros in hand, they yelled, ‘Jack, Jack, Jack.’ Sir Larry and John, two of the finest actors of my generation, were able to walk past unchallenged as the mob surrounded me. I’ll never forget the look on Sir Larry’s face as he smiled and winked at me as he entered the building.




    It taught me an early set of lessons about the fame game. First and foremost, those two seasoned actors had enjoyed not being spotted – that was something to think about. And I had been recognised as Jack Duckworth. In the eyes of Corrie fans, Bill Tarmey didn’t exist.




    Like many other Street stars have done over the years, I developed a split personality. At home, with my family and friends, I was the same old Bill I’d always been. Outside my front door, even with my wife Ali at my side, I was Jack Duckworth. And I had no choice in the matter.




    Fans would jab me in the chest with their fingers, telling me I should stop cheating on screen wife Vera. I was annoyed at first. Can you imagine going out with your wife and people accusing you of being a womaniser? But it was Ali who always calmed me down. They were referring to Jack’s on-screen affairs, she explained. These had been played out twice a week in 20 million living rooms across the country. The fans knew what Jack had been up to even if Vera didn’t, and they thought I deserved a piece of their minds.




    Nothing prepares you for the Coronation Street effect. I wasn’t a young actor just starting out in the profession; I’d had a variety of jobs and had been trying to make my way as a club singer. The thought of becoming an actor hadn’t even crossed my mind. Fortunately, I had a loving family around me to keep my feet on the ground and together we learned to deal with the amazing changes in our lifestyle.




    It’s been more than thirty years since I first trod the famous cobbles of Weatherfield as Jack Duckworth. It’s been a white-knuckle ride, taking me to far-flung corners of the old empire, where Corrie topped the viewing charts. Apart from all the other Street legends I used to watch on our tiny black-and-white telly, I’ve met Hollywood movie stars, not to mention prime ministers and Her Majesty The Queen. The role of Jack led me to appear on This Is Your Life, where I sang a musical tribute to my darling wife Ali. That, in turn, led to a recording contract with EMI and some best-selling albums and gold discs.




    My life hasn’t been a bed of roses all the way – not by any stretch of the imagination. My dad was killed during the war by a German mortar bomb when I was just three years old. My widowed mum married another war hero and I had a new family with two brothers and two sisters.




    I was hopeless at school so I had to choose jobs that involved more brawn than brain. There were fun times, but I thought having a decent singing voice was my best hope of making a better life for my family.




    I was singing on a pub stage in 1976 when I collapsed with a heart attack. If it hadn’t been for a quick-thinking mate who rushed me to hospital, that would have been the end of me. Three years later, I made my first appearance as Jack Duckworth at the wedding of Brian Tilsley and Gail Potter. Just before filming started, I was introduced to Liz Dawn, who went on to play my screen wife Vera for the next twenty-eight years.




    Since then I’ve survived two heart bypass operations and been in a variety of scrapes as my own other half, Jack Duckworth. Perhaps I’ll be best known as the idiot who burned down the Rovers Return.




    It’s been an incredible journey. As it comes to an end, I’d like to share it with you.




  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER 1





    Lucky Horseshoe




    It’s only when I look back that I see how lucky I’ve been. Don’t get me wrong – I’ve had more than my share of misfortunes. But being chosen to play Jack Duckworth in Coronation Street has been like winning the pools and the lottery in the same week. And like almost everything in my life, it came about without any planning on my part.




    I suppose it all started at a nightclub in Ashton-under-Lyne, a former mill town seven miles east of Manchester, the city where I was born and raised. I was a regular singer and compère at the Horseshoe Club, where the disc jockey was a pal called Ian Raven. Sadly, he died while I was writing this book.




    I was there one day in the mid-1970s setting up equipment when Ian’s manager arrived for a chat with him about future bookings. I was on the edge of the conversation when they discussed some extra work at the Granada TV studios in Quay Street, Manchester. Curiosity got the better of me and I asked what they were talking about. Ian’s manager explained there was good money to be earned by people with Equity cards who were free in the daytime. Granada needed men and women in various productions to wander around in the background of crowd scenes while professional actors played the main roles.




    At that time I was trying to earn a living as a singer, appearing at the hundreds of pubs, clubs and nightspots around Manchester which employed cabaret artists. With a wife and two young children to support, it was always a struggle to make ends meet. By earwigging the conversation, I’d spotted a possible opening.




    Ian’s manager was a friendly guy and suggested I join them on a trip to the studios next day. I figured I had nothing to lose so I went along. At the studios I was given a form to fill in. Among the questions it asked was whether you could ride a bike or a horse, drive a car or swim. I was advised to tick ‘Yes’ for everything and worry about the consequences as and when they arose.




    A few days later I started working as an extra and soon discovered that half my mates from the cabaret circuit were there too. There were singers, comics, jugglers, conjurors, musicians of every description, wrestlers and even circus clowns who were trying to earn a bit of extra money. I was doing OK with my singing but it was hard to get off the lower rungs of the ladder, and the fees for being a face in the crowd were a godsend. After a few weeks I became a regular and soon I was appearing in a load of TV programmes, including Coronation Street. Britain’s most popular soap series was being screened twice a week in those days. The twenty main characters then were Len Fairclough, Elsie Tanner, Ray Langton, Billy Walker, Maggie Clegg, Jerry Booth, Annie Walker, Alan Howard, Stan and Hilda Ogden, Ernie and Emily Bishop, Betty Turpin, Ken Barlow, Bet Lynch, Norma Ford, Lucille Hewitt, Ena Sharples, Minnie Caldwell and Alf Roberts.




    If you had extraordinary eyesight, you might just have seen me chucking darts in the corner of the Rovers while the stars were chatting in the foreground. Later I graduated to speaking parts, which paid more. Classic lines, such as ‘Taxi for Barlow’ and ‘Pint of bitter, please’, tripped off my tongue. I was also the man who knocked the bar hatch over and broke Ernie Bishop’s piano-playing fingers. Actor Stephen Hancock and I had to stage the ‘accident’ so when the hatch dropped it hovered an inch above his hand.




    I liked to joke later that these were the cameo roles which showed the directors what a talent they had hidden in their midst. Joking aside, I did like to take an interest in the technical side of filming. I’d ask if I could stay behind to watch how and why certain things were done. Singing at night was still my great love, but I was developing a fascination for the world of television.




    I’d also got used to the extra money. Occasionally, when work dried up at Granada, I’d ring the casting director and howl down the phone. When he asked what the noise was, I’d say, ‘That’s the wolf at the door.’




    Looking back I was quite shameless in putting myself forward, but I was building up a good set of contacts while earning and learning. I guess I’ll never know whether any of these things led to my hitting the jackpot – no pun intended – but I like to think they helped.




    I was at my home in Gorton, three miles from the centre of Manchester, when my phone rang one day in the late summer of 1979. One of the Corrie casting directors asked me if I’d be available on certain dates to play a new character they’d created. He was called Jack Duckworth and he was the husband of loud-mouthed machinist Vera Duckworth. Jack was going to make his first appearance at the church wedding of Brian Tilsley and Gail Potter.




    My first question was: ‘Will this affect my other extra work?’ There had been an ITV strike earlier that year. The Street had been off air from 8 August until 24 October 1979. I didn’t want to accept anything which would jeopardise working elsewhere.




    Having been reassured that it was just for two episodes initially, I accepted the role of Jack. It never occurred to me for a moment that this was going to be a life-changing decision for me – that I would still be playing Jack thirty years later.




    Of course I was nervous on that bitterly cold day in November 1979, when the cast assembled outside St Boniface’s Church, Salford, to record the ceremony. Everyone was shivering so it was easy to hide the butterflies. I’d seen Liz Dawn, who’d been playing Vera since 1974, at the studios and we were already on nodding terms. Outside church one of the crew introduced us, telling Liz, ‘This is Bill.’




    I’d like to pretend that the first meeting between Jack and Vera was something out of Brief Encounter or Gone with the Wind, but the conversation went like this:




    ME: ‘I’m playing Jack.’




    LIZ: ‘Oh! That’s nice.’




    It was a little later that our smouldering passion burst into flames in a scene which could have come straight out of the script of an Ealing comedy.




    After those brief introductions, we were rounded up to take our places in the church. During a break we had to go back outside, where the crew had provided heaters to keep us warm. Liz was wearing a thin Crimplene skirt so she huddled up with her back to the fire as we waited to be called for the next shot. We were both sucking on cigs so I didn’t spot the smoke at first, but then the smell of burning Crimplene hit me. Without further ado, I hurled Liz to the ground and started slapping her backside to put out the flames which were starting to spread.




    Liz screamed. She must have thought I was a maniac. I carried on spanking her while saying, ‘I’m sorry but you’re on fire.’ Fortunately, the only damage done was to the dress, which was replaced. It certainly broke the ice between Liz and me.




    My first episode as Jack was screened on 28 November 1979, three weeks after filming. In the second episode, I was given an earbashing from Vera for getting drunk at Brian and Gail’s reception. It was to be the first of many.




    Unknown to me, it seems the background team had seen a spark between Jack and Vera that they thought they could develop. Scriptwriter John Stevenson, who became a good friend, was the main man who spotted the potential to develop these characters.




    John was an ex-Daily Mail showbiz writer who lived in the Manchester area and had seen confrontational couples like the Duckworths having a go at each other in pubs and shops. With my background, I’d also come across husbands and wives who behaved like Punch and Judy, bickering away and fighting in public. You had to wonder why on earth they stayed together. I suppose that like Jack and Vera they were hiding a secret love they would hardly admit to themselves, let alone anyone else.




    I gradually built up the character of Jack by taking bits from various people I knew. These were the folk I’d seen and heard in my younger days. So let me take you away from the cobbled streets of fictional Weatherfield to the real cobbled streets of central Manchester where I was born and raised.




    

       

    




    
CHAPTER 2





    From Tuppenny Rabbit


    to Churchill




    The cobbled streets of Manchester where I grew up were just like the Coronation Street you see on TV, but not half as posh! They’ve all been swept away now in the slum clearance programmes of the 60s and 70s – good riddance, I say.




    Some folk feel nostalgia for those homes, but the truth is they were built quickly, cheaply and badly to cram as many people together as possible during the Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century. Nearly 100 years later families were still living there like too many sardines squashed into too few tins. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, we were being bombed by the Luftwaffe.




    I was born on 4 April 1941 in a rented terraced house in Tiverton Street, Ardwick, about a mile from Manchester Town Hall. I was named William Piddington after my father, William Piddington Senior. He and my mum had married in 1940. By the time I came along, Dad was in the army. Although he saw me as a baby and held me, I’m afraid to say I have no memory of him. He was killed in October 1944, while serving as an ambulance driver on the Dutch–Belgian border following the D-Day landings in Normandy. I’ll tell you more about that later.




    My mum, Lilian, and her parents, John Willie Smith and his wife Adelaide, known as ‘Addie’ to most people and ‘Grannie Smith’ to me, kept the news of his death from me. They probably thought I was too young to understand and there was no point in upsetting me.




    Because he was an absentee dad anyway, fighting abroad in the war, I didn’t know him to miss him. By the time the war ended, my widowed mum had married a sailor called Bob Cleworth and he became the only dad I ever knew.




    By then we’d moved a mile and a half from Tiverton Street to 41 Butterworth Street, Bradford. When she made the move in 1942, Mum reckoned we’d be safer from Hitler’s bombs away from the city centre, but Bradford was in the heart of east Manchester’s engineering industry. The locomotive, wire and gas works, three giant coolers for the electric power station and Bradford coal pit provided prime targets for bombing raids. Well done, Mum!




    The sounds of the air raid sirens and the subsequent all-clear are still vivid memories from my dim and distant past. The most dreaded noise was the hooter to signal an emergency at Bradford Pit. It would be followed by the sounds of men’s boots and women’s clogs as miners, their wives, mothers and sisters made their way to the mine entrance to offer assistance and find out what had happened. Many houses were destroyed by what’s now known as collateral damage during those air raids on the factories that surrounded our homes. Along with the casualties among our soldiers, sailors and airmen, it must have been a time of terror and tragedy for everyone involved. I never noticed. I think people just accepted the horrors as part and parcel of an unavoidable war, and I’d never known anything different.




    When the war ended, I remember there was a lot of celebrating and dancing in the streets, but I didn’t really know what it was all about. Food and clothes rationing continued for many years. Even though we’d won the war, the country was in a right state. There were ruined, bombed-out buildings everywhere. Millions of men came back wanting homes and jobs. Some of them had arms and legs missing, and later I’d see limbless men selling matches in shop doorways.




    The war ending coincided with my first days of school. Bradford Memorial School was only a few yards from my home, and its most remarkable feature was that it had a playground on its roof. My parents told me that on my first day there, when the classroom emptied for mid-morning playtime, I thought school had finished for the day. Consequently, I walked home – much to the surprise of my Grandma Cleworth.




    She was known to all and sundry as ‘Fairy’ because she was so tiny. She was one of a close-knit gang of relatives who all lived within a stone’s throw of each other and raised the family’s children as and when required.




    It was Fairy who gave me my lifelong love of music. She would sit me on her knee and teach me the songs of the day, such as ‘Lily of Laguna’. As I sang the words, she would do the harmonies. Then we’d swap, with her singing and me harmonising.




    Granddad Cleworth was an asphalt potman who got up at the crack of dawn, sometimes while it was still dark. His job was to reach the building sites around 5.30 a.m. and get the asphalt ready for men like my dad to spread when they arrived a couple of hours later. He’d melt solid blocks of asphalt in an iron pan by gently simmering them at just the right heat. Because of his early starts, Granddad Cleworth knew the times and numbers of every bus and train that ran around Manchester and beyond. He was a walking timetable.




    His unofficial job was as a bookies’ runner. He used to collect bets for an illegal gambling round operated by a shady character called Mr Pogson. Every now and again the police would tell him they were going to carry out a raid and somebody would have to be arrested. Granddad was the fall guy. They’d give Mr Pogson a day or two to make arrangements, and he’d ask Granddad if he’d take the blame. Granddad didn’t mind because it was his way of earning a bonus. He’d be arrested with betting slips in his possession and held overnight in the cells. Next morning Granddad would plead guilty to illegal betting and he’d be fined £5 or £10 by the magistrates. Mr Pogson would pay the fine and give Granddad ten shillings (50p) for his trouble. He reckoned it was a bargain in return for a cosy night in a police cell.




    Granddad’s other unusual source of income was the money he earned for docking dogs’ tails. He used to charge threepence (1½p) and would bite them off with his teeth. I’m not sure what the RSPCA would have had to say about the practice and I certainly don’t recommend it.




    My mum worked in a munitions factory in Gorton when I was a baby, leaving me in the care of my Aunty Maggie. One day Mum came home and found me sitting in a dolly tub, which was a non-automatic washing machine. Aunty Maggie said it stopped me getting into mischief and saved her having to keep a constant eye on me. Mum wasn’t impressed and Aunty Maggie got her marching orders, but the story of my dolly tub prison became part of family legend. I blame that time in the dolly tub for a lot of the many stupid things I did later in life.




    Grannie Smith lived three-quarters of a mile away in Princess Street. I used to call on her on schooldays for my lunch. When she wasn’t around, I’d visit Uncle Walter and Aunty Ada five doors away. They had an upright piano, which I loved to bang around on. I made such a terrible din that Uncle Walter feared one day I’d break the piano. He locked the lid and bought me a mouth organ by way of compensation. I loved it. Within three months I could play any tune on that little instrument. Only later did I discover that I’d been playing it upside down.




    My new dad, who had served in the Royal Navy, was given a gold medal by the Russians in the 1990s. He was one of many British sailors who had kept their convoys of the Baltic Fleet safe from German U-boats. During the 1940s he was promoted to leading seaman and issued with a whistle but was demoted again for some misdemeanour and had his whistle confiscated.




    At various stages during the war, Dad served on the Marne and the Nelson, as well as French minesweepers. He came home with an Italian-made accordion, or squeeze-box, which he took to the pub on Saturday nights.




    My mum was a decent singer. I used to stand on a ledge outside the Duke of Edinburgh in Mill Street so I could watch her through the window. Then my dad would sing ‘Don’t Laugh At Me ’Cos I’m A Fool’. He was a lovely bloke but a dreadful singer. It was hard to tell whether his voice put the accordion out of tune or vice versa. People used to groan when he stood up to sing and play. I’m not sure whether he didn’t notice or didn’t care.




    Granddad Smith used to play the drums at the Salvage pub, and promised me I could have his set when he died. Just before he passed away, when I was eleven or twelve years old, he told me with tears in his eyes that he’d had to sell his drum kit to make ends meet.




    After his death, Grannie Smith married a binman called Mansel Williams and they moved to Wales with his two kids. When he died, Grannie came back to Manchester, where she lived in Yew Tree Road, Northenden.




    Our two-up and two-down house would have been small even for the three of us, but over the years we became seven. I was six years old when Robert Cleworth Junior came on the scene, followed by Linda, Annie and Alan.




    Downstairs there was a kitchen at the back and a front room. Upstairs there were two bedrooms. Outside there was a privy in the backyard. The house leaned so we had to lock the front door to stop it from swinging out into the street. You couldn’t open the windows because they wouldn’t shut again.




    As the family grew, my mum and dad shared the front bedroom with the two girls and baby Alan in a cot. I shared a single bed in the small back bedroom with my brother Robert. At first we had bare floorboards and many’s the time I had to pull splinters out of my feet. Eventually I was given a piece of oilcloth to put at the side of the bed. With all those nappies in the house, it’s a wonder we didn’t have a rainbow on the landing when the sun was shining.




    We had a gas oven for cooking food and a copper boiler for laundering clothes. We kept our coal under the stairs. Every fortnight the coalman would deliver one bag of coal and one of ‘nutty slack’, and we had to remember to cover the chip pan. A cloud of black dust would settle everywhere, and if we forgot about the chipper, we’d have to scrape off the sooty top layer and throw it away.




    The front room contained a two-seater couch, an armchair, a table, three dining chairs and a tallboy. It was so small you had to shimmy round the furniture to get in and out.




    The toilet was a brick building in the tiny backyard. There was a gap a foot wide under the door and another two feet wide above it. In the winter it was bitterly cold and we’d take old newspapers to light while we were in there to create a bit of warmth. Mum and Dad always had first use of the toilet. Then came the youngest children upwards because they had less warning of when they needed to go. That put me in last position but at least I was guaranteed to avoid an icy experience: a swinging chain meant a warm seat.




    For toilet paper we had squares of newspaper spiked through a nail on the wall. There was no lock on the door so if you were shy you had to be good at whistling – not that you could afford to be shy in our family, living cheek by jowl as we did. If anybody lingered in the khazi, it wouldn’t be long before somebody asked the question: ‘Are you going to be much longer?’ Occasionally you’d hear the desperate shout of ‘What on earth are you doing in there?’ I don’t suppose they really wanted a precise answer.




    There was no bathroom. I used to go once a week to the public baths at Barmouth Street, Bradford. At first the entry fee was a penny, but once I’d learned to swim and got my length certificate at the age of seven or eight, I got in free. After that I’d go in as often as I could. A bloke known as Roger the Shepherd supervised with a long stick. You were allowed to stay for 1½ hours. When Roger saw your skin starting to go crinkly from the water, he’d hook you out.




    Before you were allowed into the main pool, you had to rinse off any dirt in a smaller pool about one foot deep. That was disgusting because you were sitting in everyone’s dirty water. It’s a wonder we didn’t all go down with dreadful diseases; I suppose a few did. All we had to revive us were Fennings’ Little Healers for chesty coughs, Beecham’s Pills for headaches, and Fennings’ Fever Curer for just about everything else.




    Bombed-out derelict houses were the adventure playgrounds of our day, and a croft opposite was where games of 20-a-side football with coats or piles of bricks for goalposts took place. There seemed to be little in the way of organisation but a great deal of fun. You just turned up, asked one of the bigger boys if you could play, and joined in. It took a while to know who was on your side; sometimes you had to guess from which way they were facing.




    The croft also had a water tower. I would occasionally throw one of my boots into it. I could never explain why I did this. It always earned me a clip round the ear. I think I just liked the sound of the splash it made. One of my first pair of Wellington boots, or wellies, ended up in the water tower. When I wore them, they rubbed against my calves and made red marks on the backs of my legs. If I’d thought about the consequences (being smacked on the backs of my sore legs), I might have behaved differently, but I always tended to act on impulse.




    Cars were still a novelty in those days, so the cobbled streets were safe for games. Lamp-posts were also great for converting into swings with a length of rope. All the kids played outside in the streets and on the derelict sites. There was no spare room in our houses and the only time we went home was when we were hungry.




    Lots of men in the area kept pigeons in their backyards, just like Jack Duckworth. There was a man who lived round the corner in Moody Street who used to go mad if we were making a racket when his pigeons were coming back to the roost. They’d circle round after a race to make sure everything was peaceful and safe for their return. If there were a bunch of young lads yelling and running around, the birds would keep circling. Once the pigeons had landed, the owners had to race down to the clocking-in point in Kenyon Street half a mile away. There was a small amount of prize money at stake, so my mates and I earned many a clip round the ear for being too noisy in the wrong place at the wrong time.




    I had various chores to perform. Lighting the fire was my biggest responsibility. This involved carefully spacing pages of old newspapers under the coal, then balancing a sheet of paper across the front of the chimney and holding it in place with a shovel. When the fire was lit, this ensured a flow of air under the grate and up the chimney. The great danger was that your sheet of paper would catch light and get sucked up the chimney, where it would cause a fall of soot. This was a problem I was later to re-enact as Jack in Corrie. It ended with Jack and Vera looking like renegades from The Black and White Minstrel Show.




    There were no idle times in those days. I had to be up at seven o’clock every morning for a breakfast of toast and dripping. It was my job to keep the house tidy for Mum, who worked in munitions during the war, then at Johnsons’ Wire Works and later the UCP tripe and cowheel factory 100 yards from our house. The tripe had to be boiled, washed, scrubbed and cut. I remember the premises used to attract the biggest bluebottles I’d ever seen.




    I’d set the fire next door at 39 Butterworth Street, the house Fairy shared with Granddad Cleworth and their daughter Margaret. Then I’d take the kids to nursery and school before going myself.




    I was hopeless in the classroom. There was a teacher called Mr Standren who seemed to hate children in general and me in particular. He seemed to be always giving me backhanders or screaming down my ear. I didn’t like school and school didn’t like me. I could never understand why they would chalk things on the blackboard and then, just as I was starting to understand what they were getting at, the teacher would rub them off again.




    Another source of irritation was the fact that they insisted on calling me Piddington. I refused to answer to my name. I wanted to be called Cleworth like my mum and dad and my brothers and sisters. It was an embarrassment being the only one called Piddington. If anybody had ever asked me what I would like more than anything for Christmas, it would have been to change my name to Cleworth. Nobody ever asked.




    Looking back, I suppose teaching us was a thankless task. The only lessons I enjoyed were art and history. Our art teacher was a Mr Hines. He showed us how to draw. I had a great deal of enthusiasm but precious little talent. I remember being very proud after I had sculpted an Indian brave and a Roman general out of clay, but whether anyone else was able to recognise my finished products is doubtful. I think Mr Hines was more impressed with the effort than the talent when he patted my head and said, ‘Well done, lad.’




    I got the impression that most of the teachers and pupils at the school were just going through the motions. In our deprived area, kids had enough chores to carry out for the family without having to work at school as well. It all seemed irrelevant because they were churning out factory fodder by and large. My assessment informed my parents: ‘This boy is wasting space.’ I wouldn’t argue with that verdict.




    You learned to live on your wits from an early age. There was little time for daydreaming but we always enjoyed particular shows on the wireless. Our imaginations were fuelled by listening to programmes such as Dick Barton – Special Agent and Journey Into Space.




    For visual treats there was a cinema called the Princess in Grey Mare Lane, Bradford, where we’d go on Saturday mornings. One of our gang would pay the 2d (1p) to get in. Then, as soon as the lights went down, he’d crawl to the toilets. There was an emergency exit there which was opened from the inside by a push bar. We took it in turns to be the bar pusher. It had to be done as quietly as possible. Then the rest of our mob would come in and emerge one or two at a time from the toilets. Sometimes the cinema would be full of about a hundred kids. Only half had paid the entrance fee. The usherettes, or torchy tarts as they were known, were fighting a losing battle to keep order among this rabble of noisy, excited children.




    We’d cheer on our heroes, such as Flash Gordon, Tarzan, Zorro and Superman. The Wild West was ruled by cowboys like Roy Rogers, Tom Mix, Hopalong Cassidy and Gene Autry. When the bad guys came on the screen – always wearing black hats in the westerns for ease of identification – we would hiss, boo and stamp our feet. Flash Gordon’s archenemy was Ming the Merciless. There were also creatures called the Clay People, who had a scary habit of coming out of walls.




    On the way home, I’d try to copy my heroes’ performances by wearing my coat back to front so it looked like a cloak. Then I’d gallop down the streets smacking my backside as if I were a horse and shouting meaningless words like ‘Shazam!’




    More scary than the screen monsters was the threat posed by our own personal bogeyman. It was actually a bogey-woman and her name was Ginny Green Teeth. Whenever we misbehaved, we were threatened with the dreaded words ‘Ginny Green Teeth will come to getcha.’ It was never clear exactly who this lady was, where she came from or what she was likely to do to us. Fear of the unknown was a far greater terror, but I had the impression that biting would be involved.




    While I was playing out or running errands, back home the older generations were listening to ITMA (It’s That Man Again) with Tommy Handley, cheerful Charlie Chester, Workers’ Playtime and Two-Way Family Favourites.




    Outside the lads of the neighbourhood would meet to swap comics. I remember a time when one of my mate’s mother contracted some contagious disease. I was reduced to tears – not in sympathy for the poor woman but because my mum burned all the comics I’d got off her son in case they were infectious.




    The lad who’d given me the comics was called Graham King and his mum died. Graham was one of four boys and he had to leave the area to go into a children’s home in Styal, Cheshire. There was nobody to look after the boys while their widowed father was working so the kids were all shipped out to this home ten miles away. You didn’t have to rob banks to be taken into care in those days. Many kids who’d done nothing wrong would end up there.




    Graham was about ten years old, and his brothers were younger. I remember being sad when I heard what had happened because he was one of my closest pals. We got into a few scrapes together. Once we were caught lowering his baby brother out of a bedroom window in a bucket tied to a piece of rope.




    By an extraordinary coincidence I saw Graham again a few months later. I’d joined a mixed children’s choir called The Songsters. It was organised by a bloke called Stan Ball. We used to visit old folks’ homes and perform for them. One day we went to a children’s home in Styal, and Graham and his brothers were in the audience.




    When I look back on what sounds like a life of drudgery, when you could wake up some winter mornings to find ice on the inside of the windows, I’m surprised at what a happy childhood it was. Perhaps it was the deprivation which made life’s simple pleasures so much more enjoyable.




    There was sweet rationing until well after the war ended, but we would invest our coppers in sticks of Spanish liquorice root. You could keep it in your pocket and take it out to chew on all day long. Those of us who’d developed a liquorice habit were easily identified by our brown teeth, gums and lips. Many shopkeepers bought in home-made sweets, which they stored in huge jars. Other sweets, like Uncle Joe’s mint balls, were the height of luxury.




    The best time for sweets was Bonfire Night on 5 November, when all the neighbourhood handed out treacle toffee, fudge and parkin as we played with sparklers. The older boys would torment each other by hurling bangers and rip-raps at each other. It caused a few visits to the hospital burns unit, but in those days that was generally regarded as the price you occasionally paid for your fun. The male adults were entrusted with the job of lighting the bonfires and setting off the rockets, Catherine wheels and Roman candles which brought screams of appreciation from the delighted audience.




    We would earn a few coppers days earlier by stuffing old clothes with newspapers and propping this rather pathetic attempt at a model of Guy Fawkes outside the pubs with a scrawled note urging passers-by to contribute ‘A penny for the Guy’. For a couple of weeks we’d have collected wood, including broken boxes from the market, to create our own ‘bonny’ on the croft. From time to time other kids would try to plunder our pile for a rival bonfire but screaming hordes of us would rush out of our homes to drive the invaders away.




    I don’t think for a moment any of us understood the political significance of Bonfire Night, why Guy Fawkes was being burned or knew there’d been an attempt to blow up Parliament 300 years earlier. It was just a much-loved carnival-style party enjoyed by Protestant and Catholic kids alike.




    Christmas was another time to look forward to. I used to hang my pillowcase at the end of the bed. One year I was sure I’d seen Father Christmas in his red suit at the end of my bed. I still don’t know whether I’d been dreaming.




    I used to joke that in my day one year you’d get the toy gun and the next Christmas you’d get the caps so you could fire it. That wasn’t so far from the truth. Mum and Dad did the best they could for me with their limited means. I remember one year getting my Roy Rogers gun, a Beano or Dandy annual, an orange and some nuts. I was absolutely thrilled because expectations were so low in those days and we all appreciated things more.




    There was never a turkey for Christmas lunch. It would be a chicken and most of the breast would go to my dad because he was a working man and needed to keep up his strength. For me, whose only experience of meat was corned beef or Prem (a cheap version of Spam), a chicken wing was a real treat.




    Distant relatives and friends would visit each other’s houses for a drink and a sing-song, and sooner or later Dad would bring down the dreaded accordion. After my brothers and sisters were born, we started to have a Christmas tree in the front room, which made the house even more cramped. But with a tree, presents and a chicken dinner we felt like kings.




    By then I was earning extra pocket money by going on errands, although I’m told my success rate left a lot to be desired. After being carefully told what was required in the way of bread, tea, sugar, flour and vegetables, I’d invariably return with a pound of carrots and a bundle of wood. It seems that the list of things to buy would always end with carrots and firewood. I could never remember the whole list – just the last two items. This put me in the doghouse when I came back from my expeditions.




    Granddad Cleworth was my staunchest supporter in such times of trouble. He used to call me ‘Churchill’ and would sit on his doorstep with me. I must have fattened out a bit to lose my first nickname. I was such a skinny baby they’d called me the Tuppenny Rabbit.




    To say Granddad Cleworth enjoyed a drink would be something of an understatement. In his cups, he would chat away to me as we looked out from our perch at 39 Butterworth Street. Fairy would fetch two pots of beer from the pub. By the time she returned, Granddad would hand her two empty pots for refills. Eventually Granddad would ask for an eggcup to give me a mouthful. Then he’d shout to my mum next door, ‘Lil. He’ll sleep tonight.’




    Granddad Cleworth had been a boxer in his youth and he taught me how to defend myself. He put these massive gloves on me and showed me how to land a straight left. I tapped him in the face, but he kept shouting, ‘Harder, lad.’ It was awkward for me because I’d been brought up to respect older people, especially my own grandfather. But he was a tough old bloke who used to accept challenges to fight in fairgrounds for beer money. He certainly wasn’t bothered about taking punches from a little boy.




    His lessons proved useful when a lad started bullying me at primary school. I used to walk away and ignore him most of the time, as my mum had told me to. One day I was sitting in the library when he hit me over the head with a book. The red mist descended and the next thing I knew a teacher was pulling me off the school bully. He’d taken a right pounding and he never bothered me again.




    I was about eleven years old when Granddad Cleworth died from cancer in his mid-fifties. Just before his death, he’d suffered a really painful injury at work. He’d been carrying a bucket of hot asphalt across a plank when he slipped and dipped his elbow into the scalding mixture. My mum used to dress his bandages for him. We suspect that shock from the injury might have set off the cancer which eventually killed him. It was tragic to see a big strong man turn into a skeleton in a few weeks.




    In his dying days, a gang of Irish navvies were digging drains outside the house and Fairy asked if they could keep the noise down. Those men broke off from working outside his house out of respect and started digging around the corner until they heard he’d passed away. I’ll never forget their kindness at a sad time for our family.




    Granddad Cleworth had been a great character and was sorely missed. Fairy would get lonely sometimes and ask me to come next door and stay at her house. One night I said I didn’t want to sleep in her bed because she snored. It caused so much upset that I never objected again. I’d rather put up with the noise than hurt her feelings.




    She was an avid movie fan and took me with her to watch films at the Princess. I remember I only went to watch the action pictures starring Jimmy Cagney and Edward G. Robinson. I didn’t like the kissing movies because I thought they were soppy.




    One day I’d been out playing and lost track of time. Fairy had promised to take me to the pictures, as movies were called in those days, but I got home late. Mum told me Fairy had set off for the Princess on her own. I ran over the croft, past the tripe works and the market just in time to see her disappearing into the cinema on the other side of Grey Mare Lane. As I ran across the road without looking, I was hit by a motorbike.




    The collision knocked me out cold and I was rushed to hospital. Luckily, I’d landed on my head, and where there’s no sense, there’s no feeling. Apart from scrapes and bruises and some concussion I was none the worse.




    By the time Fairy got home from the film, I’d returned from the hospital a bit battered and bruised but with no bones broken. She was shocked to hear what had happened to me. She’d assumed I’d forgotten we were going to the pictures.




    The one time Dad took me to the pictures was when we went to watch The Cruel Sea. As a Royal Navy sailor, Dad was anxious to see a film about naval battles. At one point in the movie the captain, played by Jack Hawkins, ordered his ship, the Compass Rose, to ignore the British sailors from another ship which had been torpedoed by a German U-boat. He couldn’t risk stopping to pick up survivors because he would have lost his crew too. As I turned to my dad, I could see tears running down his cheeks. I’d never seen him cry before or since.




    I asked him, ‘Was it like that, Dad?’




    He said, ‘It was like that and worse.’




    The subject was never mentioned again.




    My best pals in those days were Johnny Taylor, Graham and George King, Albert and Alan Waterworth, Frank Farriker and Eddie North. We weren’t exactly a gang, but we hung out together and always watched each other’s backs.




    An older lad who lived on our street was called Frank Pearson. He’d been a boxer in his early teens and was working in clubs and pubs as a singer who told gags between songs. He later became a legend in Manchester as Foo Foo Lamarr, a drag artist and club owner who was known throughout the city for his charity works. He was a staunch Manchester United fan and counted the Beckhams and the Giggs family among his firm friends. Sadly, Frank died of cancer in 2003 and attracted a host of local celebrities to his funeral.




    There was also a girl called Gladys Stubbs, whose dad was a painter and decorator. I wasn’t really bothered about girls at that age, but Gladys was special – she had a bike! I used to go round there and borrow it whenever I could. Being seen on a bike round our way in those days made you feel special.




    The only other person I remember seeing on a bike was the rent collector. He’d come round once a week and sometimes my mum would hide behind the couch and tell me to say there was nobody at home. We always paid up eventually. My dad fell out of work from time to time but he’d find some way of putting food on the table.




    On one occasion he drove a horse and cart round the streets as a rag and bone man. He’d blow a bugle to warn people to get their unwanted stuff ready. In return for people’s scrap, he’d hand out plastic windmills or donkey stones for cleaning your front step.




    One of my mates recognised him and asked, ‘Isn’t that your dad?’ I was ashamed to admit it. I pretended it was someone who looked like him. Now I realise there’s no shame in a man taking any job to feed his family. It was one of the lessons I learned as a child.




    Like I said at the start of this chapter, I don’t miss those slums being demolished. It’s just unfortunate that so many close-knit communities got broken up too. Lots of people look back and think those were the good old days. They’ve forgotten now about the harsh life we led, with poverty and poor health everywhere around us. Nobody bothered to lock their doors, but there were two reasons for that: one was that we had nothing much worth stealing; the other was that if you were in trouble, you only had to ask for help. The slums were disappearing by the time Tony Warren wrote the first episodes of Coronation Street back in 1960, but the spirit of those working-class families lived on.




    

       

    




    
CHAPTER 3





    Growing Up




    It’s always a bit of a shock when you move up to big school. After gradually becoming the biggest boys at primary school, you immediately became the smallest boys at secondary school. This could lead to a more violent form of bullying if you didn’t learn either to avoid trouble or to fight your way out of it. I suppose it’s all part of the learning curve which helps you to deal with the wider world later.




    My mum had told me to walk away from trouble and not get involved in fights. If you ran away, you would be showing fear and that would encourage the bullies. Granddad Cleworth had taught me what to do with my fists so I was able to fight if cornered.




    Queen Street School, or Queenies as it was known, later became Philips Park Secondary Modern School. I can’t remember taking an 11-plus examination or even whether they existed in 1952, but there was no possibility of a dunce like me passing any exams. John Hobby was our headmaster, and he was a man who could strike fear into his pupils with a withering stare. When that didn’t work, you got hit with a leather strap across the palm of your non-writing hand.
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