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Introducing . . .




    This book could begin with a blue and yellow globe going round and round and round. Or a white number 2 in the middle of a black screen, flanked by two pairs of orange stripes, Adam Ant-style. Depending where you are in the country, you might (like me) have seen a golden chevron rising from a pool of liquid gold; or possibly a silver knight on horseback holding a flag; or a shot of the London skyline, reflected as if in the river below (though only on Monday to Friday). It might begin with a multicoloured number 4 collapsing into pieces before magically reassembling itself. Should you have the facilities to watch this on VHS or Betamax cassette, this is the point at which Radio One DJ Simon Bates will turn up to warn you about the potentially offensive content of the following feature: ‘sexy scenes’ and ‘some of the milder swearwords’, for example.




    Actually, there aren’t really any ‘sexy scenes’ here for Simon to get hot under the collar about. This is my story of growing up in front of the television set in the 1980s, and I’m sorry to say that the good women of my hometown were sensible enough to spurn my advances for the entire duration of the decade. This was, as you might imagine, a bitter disappointment to my teenage self. But, with no majorly ‘sexy scenes’ to write about, there is no need to pepper this book with those red triangles that Channel 4 used to put in the corner of the screen whenever they showed an explicit film. With no red triangles required, my publisher hasn’t had to splash out on colour printing and has only needed to pay for the equivalent of a black-and-white licence.




    I should probably advise you that there is some strong language in what you are about to read, some of which is what Simon Bates might refer to as ‘sexual swearwords’. In addition I should make it clear that, while many programmes are mentioned in this book, other television shows from the period are also available. Although I definitely watched a lot of telly in the eighties – and no doubt more than my parents would have liked – I by no means watched everything that was on. If I haven’t included certain programmes you watched, this is probably because: a) you had more taste than I did; b) you were allowed to go to bed later than I was; or c) you had the luxury of a TV set in your own room. In other words, be grateful for your own good fortune rather than taking it out on me.




    Anyway . . . Having mentioned that later on in the evening Lorraine Chase and Willie Rushton are among the celebrity guests joining Terry Wogan on Blankety Blank, the continuity announcer will attempt to hide his disdain as he reveals the next programme: Now we have the first in a new series. With a light-hearted look back over the highs and lows of television in the eighties, it’s time to join our host for All in the Best Possible Taste . . .




  



    

       

    




    
Episode One





    ‘This attic’s full of memories for me’




    If Bruce Springsteen was born to run and Madonna was born to flirt, then I was born to watch television. I wouldn’t say I was completely obsessed by the box, but my first word was not ‘mummy’ or ‘daddy’; it was ‘two’, which I uttered one day when I spotted a swan in the park. The shape of the curve of the swan’s neck obviously echoed that of the number 2, and BBC 2 was the channel on which my favourite programme, Play School, was shown at eleven o’clock every morning. I can’t remember whether I thought that Play School might miraculously appear out of the pond, but I gave the swan a good hard stare anyway – just in case.




    In my early years I saw Play School in everything. I christened my maternal grandmother Granny Mima because I thought she looked a bit like the Play School doll Jemima. The biggest crisis that happened in my very young world, and for which my parents soon learned to steel themselves, was the annual party-political conference season, when Humpty Dumpty and Hamble were shunted off in favour of Willie Whitelaw and Shirley Williams. My response, apparently, was to do an impression of the little white dot that marked the end of the day’s telly (basically, I’d lie on the floor and scream).




    My earliest memories are all television-related. When I was four we went to a garden fete where, among the cakes and ‘guess the name of the dolly’, the guest of honour was Johnny Ball. That fair messed with my head, I don’t mind telling you. Soon afterwards, my parents took me to see the touring show of the Wombles. I’m not entirely sure what I thought my orange heroes might do to me (was I about to be recycled?) but my response, I’m ashamed to say, was to wet myself.




    To some degree, everyone is convinced that the telly they watched as they grew up was brilliant and that everything that came afterwards was rubbish. I don’t suppose it’s any different in my case but, at the same time, I do feel lucky that my early years coincided with the Oliver Postgate era. Postgate was the poet laureate of children’s television in all but name, and the creator of such programmes as Ivor the Engine, Bagpuss and The Clangers. His shows had a homespun, homemade feel to them, which came partly from the warmth of Postgate the storyteller and partly from the inventiveness of Postgate the animator: his was a self-taught, self-created style, all lovingly filmed in a converted cowshed.




    Everything about Postgate’s programmes was wonderfully British: Ivor the Engine was set in the ‘top left-hand corner of Wales’, where Jones the Steam would make tea from Ivor’s boiler and Dai Station would worry about things being against regulations; Bagpuss, meanwhile, featured mice ‘making’ chocolate biscuits and a soundtrack of English folk music. Postgate himself had come from a political background (his grandfather was the Labour Party leader George Lansbury) and this worldview seeped into his stories: in one episode of Ivor the Engine, Ivor helps a fox escape the hunt (the huntsmen have terribly posh voices and are called things like Carruthers); in another Postgate programme, Noggin the Nog, the recipe (or formula) for ‘firecake’ (or nuclear power) is discovered, complete with mushroom-cloud consequences; the Clangers find themselves puzzling over the concept of money, with Postgate’s voiceover telling them how silly it all is – and Postgate even made a special edition of the show for the 1974 election, in which the Clangers are taught the inadequacies of party politics.




    There were many other programmes that I ravenously consumed as well – Camberwick Green and Fingerbobs (complete with bearded Yoffy) also followed the folksy, finger-picked, animated template. But Oliver Postgate was undoubtedly the standout figure: a person whom nobody in children’s TV since has ever come close to eclipsing; someone, too, whose humane left-leaning take on the world became quietly, subtly, embedded within me. Proof, if proof were needed, of the huge influence that television can have on a young mind – a fact that would probably have exercised my parents a lot more had they not been in agreement with pretty much everything that Oliver Postgate was saying.




    My family were middle class. Indeed, with a father who was a doctor and a mother who was a teacher, I would be hard pressed to pretend that we were anything else. I would say that I make no apologies for that but, being middle class, I am of course terribly sorry about the whole thing. My mother was a feminist, going so far as to do an MA in Women’s Studies. The middle-class nature of her political views were encapsulated when York went Conservative in the 1983 general election: my mother ‘celebrated’ by drawing a moustache on the picture of our triumphant new Tory MP in the local paper – something she strangely omitted to mention when she had a cup of tea with him after church the following Sunday. My dad, meanwhile, very much felt that his political views were between him and the ballot box, a stoical code of proud silence somewhat spoiled by my mother leaning over and advising the tellers exactly how he was voting.




    I can’t really have many complaints about my childhood. We lived in one of the nice parts of York, which in itself is one of the nice parts of the north of England. York – if you were never forced to go there on a school trip – is rich in all sorts of history, from its Roman walls to the Jorvik Viking Centre to York Minster. (No, I’m not entirely sure why it’s a minster and not a cathedral either.) The city is one of those locations that people always describe as ‘a nice place to bring up children’, which translates as either family-friendly and full of decent schools or just a bit dull. So middle class was our particular street that it had chestnut trees all the way down each side, which was great for conkers until the council came along and hacked them back. Our house, in the middle of our middle-class street, was suitably semi-detached, with the other half occupied by the local vicar.




    There were six of us in our family. In television terms, I was Bromley Boy Child One; two years younger was Bromley Boy Child Two, my brother Jonathan – or Joff, as he was called; then there was the Independent Third Version, my sister Helen; and, finally, having arrived in the early eighties like Channel 4, was my youngest sister, Katherine. It was (is) a big family and, barring the usual arguments of growing up, a happy one: if you’re looking for a fictional comparison for the Bromleys, the nearest I can think of is probably the Griswolds, the cinematic brood whom Chevy Chase leads in various abortive attempts at vacations (with mildly amusing results) in the National Lampoon’s series. Indeed, the only abuse I can report my parents for is the middle-class sort of sending us to bed early and dressing us up in Clothkits. Clothkits, for those lucky enough not to know, was a sort of early version of Boden – the main difference being that customers weren’t sent the finished article, but instead a load of material and instructions so they could sew the whole thing together themselves. You could always spot Clothkits kids a mile off: they were the ones looking slightly embarrassed in their badly stitched orange dungarees, complete with block brown patterns of sunflowers and rocking horses.




    There is one other member of the Bromley family I should probably introduce you to, and that, of course, is the television set. It lived in the sitting room, on some shelves to the left of the fireplace. The sitting room itself was decorated, as you might expect, in Habitat and Laura Ashley: the lampshade was one of those white paper globes, while the curtains were dark green and florally patterned. Seating options for watching television were a brown Ercol sofa and armchair, a bright-green beanbag, or warming oneself in front of the fire. We had a proper working fire in those days; a daily job in the morning was to sweep out the grate and refill the coal scuttle.




    Our television, it is fair to say, was not the newest model that was available on the market. It didn’t have a newfangled remote control, nor one of its cousins, the not-so-remote control that stretched out on a piece of wire. Instead, changing channels involved getting up and pressing the buttons on the set. Or, more specifically, getting the smallest child in the room to get up and do it for you. Above the television, in an elevated position that echoed my mother’s views on culture, were books – shelf after shelf of poetry and literature – all looking condescendingly down on their electronic rival.




    So there we were, the Clothkits Griswolds (minus our not-yet-born sister Katherine), settling down to watch to watch a new decade of television. I can’t remember much about the actual ushering in of the eighties, bar the images of Soviet tanks invading Afghanistan on Christmas Day the week before. The only other thing I remember is the Village People performing their new single on Noel Edmonds’ Multi-Coloured Swap Shop. The song was one of their lesser-known numbers, ‘Ready for the 80s’, which they performed on ‘8’ and ‘0’ podiums in their usual collection of outfits from the dressing-up box. As it happened, the eighties weren’t quite so ready for the Village People’s upbeat ‘everything is going to be great’ message and, a bit like Afghanistan, the single took a tanking. It is certainly possible that the song failed to ‘trouble the Forty’ because it failed to capture the mood of the time: far from looking forward to the eighties, there was a national nervousness about such minor things as mass unemployment and nuclear war. My own theory, for what it is worth, is that the song didn’t chart primarily because it was shit.




    One of the difficulties in writing a chapter about children’s programmes of the eighties is that so many of the shows were repeats. Series that you might have watched in the eighties, and feel are very much part of the decade’s firmament, on closer inspection turn out to have belonged to someone and some-when else. Many of the Hanna-Barbera cartoons of which I was a massive fan had actually been knocking around for donkey’s years: Hong Kong Phooey dates back to1974, Scooby Doo began in 1969 and Wacky Races first aired in 1968; even older were the likes of Touché Turtle (1962), Top Cat (1961) and the Flintstones (1960).




    The same was true of British programmes: Oliver Postgate’s Ivor the Engine and Noggin the Nog had both originally been made in black-and-white in the sixties, before being remade into colour; countless other firm favourites, such as Chorlton and the Wheelies, the Flumps, Bod, Rentaghost and Jamie and the Magic Torch were all much-repeated seventies shows. Jamie and the Magic Torch I used to particularly love, with its ‘Pinball Wizard’-style power chords as Jamie’s torch created a helter-skelter for him and his dog, Wordsworth, to slide down into a slightly trippy, Yellow Submarine-type world. If one wanted to get all Freudian about things, one might wonder whether Jamie playing with his ‘magic torch’ was actually a reference to another sort of teenage nocturnal activity. But I won’t bring that up here, in case I spoil the memory for you.




    It was this sort of quality product – regularly repeated but being discovered for the first time – that the new programmes of the eighties found themselves up against. It’s a tall order: the equivalent of Spandau Ballet pitching up to find themselves competing for chart places against the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. In other words, the fact that a lot of children’s TV in the eighties seemed a bit rubbish wasn’t entirely because it lacked merit. New programmes were juxtaposed with the best of the best, and often seemed second rate by comparison: Henry’s Cat, for example, was no Roobarb & Custard; while Button Moon was essentially The Clangers remade with kitchen implements.




    Having said that, it didn’t help that a number of the new shows came across as part children’s programme, part advert for the associated merchandise. This trend perhaps took its lead from George Lucas, who had in the late seventies famously kept hold of the merchandising rights to his Star Wars trilogy. He’d been able to do this because the studio hadn’t considered them to be worth anything (at the time, science-fiction films were not known to be profitable); as it turned out, there were dollars to be made by the bucket-load. Consequently, anyone with an idea for a children’s programme now also had several further ideas about tie-in videos, books and figures.




    One such example was Postman Pat, which over the years has shifted twelve million books, four million videos and DVDs, and has been translated into every language from Persian (Pat-e Postchi) to Italian (Il Postino Pat). Postman Pat, a little like Mr Spoon on Button Moon, got the gig because they needed a name to rhyme in the theme tune – in Pat’s case, it had to rhyme with ‘black-and-white cat’. Pat and said pet, Jess, delivered both the post and a series of gentle japes in Greendale, a Lake District-like part of the world that, to me, felt only a couple of postcodes along from Peter’s mail round in Camberwick Green. I’ve always found it a useful rule of thumb in life to steer clear of people with personalized number plates and Pat (with his ‘Pat 1’ postal van) is no exception. I’m all for keeping rural post offices open but, if cuts did have to be made, Pat would be my first choice for a P45, given how rubbish he is at the essentially simple task of posting a letter through someone’s front door. Back in the eighties, rare was the episode where something or other didn’t go wrong on Pat’s round. And when Pat got promoted in the recently revamped series – Postman Pat Special Delivery Service – his ‘special’ form of delivery continued, even though he now had a helicopter and other high-tech devices to help him. A second-class show, in my book. Which, of course, this is.




    Thomas the Tank Engine and Friends was the ITV adaptation of the train-based children’s books written by the Reverend W. Awdry (the W stands for Wilbert). As children’s books go, the Thomas books are not universally popular – Ian Jack, the former editor of Granta, suggests that ‘the real charm of the books lies in the illustrations’ and that the stories are ‘plain little things, with jerky little sentences that are hard to read aloud’. There is also something a little old-fashioned and moralistic in these tales of stuck-up engines and troublesome trucks, which I guess fits in with the steam-train setting and is why they made a comeback in the 1980s. For the TV series the ‘jerky little sentences’ were given to former Beatles drummer Ringo Starr to read; Starr was to check himself into detox for alcoholism a couple of years later, which led to lots of predictable jokes about Ringo the Red-Nosed Engine and so forth. Not that this stopped the merchandising going full steam ahead: if you allowed your children to eat TV dinners, you could even serve them Thomas the Tank Engine pasta shapes while they watched the programme.




    Going one better, or possibly one worse, was He-Man and the Masters of the Universe, which was a toy first and a cartoon series second. The toy manufacturer Mattel came up with the idea in 1980 and, by the mid-1980s – with a little help from the accompanying show – had shifted $500 million worth of their He-Man toys, and made a further $500 million by the licensing of He-Man toothbrushes, He-Man alarm clocks and He-Man underwear.




    He-Man was in real life (if one can use ‘real life’ to describe a cartoon drawing) Prince Adam of Eternia. Prince Adam was a bit wet, as princes go, a fact that could be detected by the pink waistcoat in which he swanned about (‘girly-pink’, as Arnold Schwarzenegger would call it). All changed when, on his eighteenth birthday, the Sorceress gave He-Man his magic sword (are we in magic-torch territory here?) and, by the power of Grayskull . . . He! Had! The! Power! As if by magic, Prince Adam was completely transformed into, well, pretty much still Prince Adam, actually, except he was now dressed like Hunter from Gladiators. As makeovers went, we weren’t exactly in Spider-Man or Incredible Hulk territory. Despite this, He-Man’s nominal love interest, Teela, never quite worked out that Prince Adam and He-Man were the same person. It didn’t seem to cross her mind that whenever He-Man appeared Price Adam just happened to vanish, and that – silly costumes aside – the two different men looked exactly the same. Even Clark Kent bothered to put a pair of glasses on.




    While He-Man was flashing his sword around, his pet, a cowardly green-and-yellow striped tiger called Cringer, became the ‘mighty Battle Cat’. He-Man then proved he was the most powerful (if not the brightest) man in the universe by punching the television screen. His main enemy was Skeletor, essentially a skull in a hoodie who combined all the classic evil-villain stereotypes: laughing manically at his own brilliance while failing to see even the most basic flaws in his plans, etcetera. He wasn’t helped by his poor selection of sidekicks, a motley crew of complete morons such as Beast Man (he looked a bit like a beast), Mer-Man (a bit like Beast Man, but more fishy) and Triclops (a supposed ‘Master of Vision’, despite only having one working eye). There was also the Sorceress of the Night; you’d be forgiven for thinking she might be called Black Magic or Moon Woman, but she actually went under the name of Evil Lyn. One can only assume there was some similarly named primary-school teacher on whom the writer wanted revenge.




    He-Man himself had a twin sister, the equally subtly titled She-Ra, Princess of Power. If you thought Skeletor’s posse had bad names, well . . . She-Ra’s friends included Castaspella (she could cast spells), Flutterina (she could flutter like a butterfly) and Netossa (she could toss nets). And that’s not to mention She-Ra’s sworn enemy, Hordak, whose horde of horribles included Catra (she was a bit like a cat), Scorpia (she was a bit like a Scorpion) and Camilla (she was a bit like a horse). I might have made the last one up.




    At the end of each episode one of the characters would give viewers a patronizing little lecture based on the moral lessons to be learned from that show’s story – a Jerry Springer-style ‘Final Thought’ in the days when Springer was still digesting the fact that being mayor of a major American city and hiring prostitutes is not always a vote-winning combination. I don’t remember He-Man ever cautioning against that, though (‘A word of advice, Jerry: next time don’t pay by cheque!’). Instead he focused his attention on the importance of being wary of strangers, of believing in oneself, and of not falling for what was essentially a corporate-driven marketing exercise thinly dressed up as a children’s cartoon.




    One message that He-Man did impress strongly was the value of truthfulness. For all that he might have had a point, one of the most significant discoveries kids make when growing up is that adults aren’t always completely honest in their dealings with them. I still remain scarred from the experience of having a letter read out on Radio One by Bruno Brookes, who then said, and I quote: ‘I’ll send you a pen in the post, mate.’ Did Bruno ever send me said pen in the post, thus providing me with the proof needed to convince my sceptical classmates I’d been on the radio? No, Bruno, ‘mate’, you didn’t.




    The ones who really lie to you, of course, are your parents. Some of the lies are born of the desire to avoid difficult questions – things like telling you that Fluffy the rabbit has gone away on holiday or that babies come from storks or off the back of lorries. Other lies are forced on to parents by convention – the existence of the tooth fairy, the Easter Bunny and Father Christmas. I have to say, I was on to the latter fairly early as our ‘Santa’ couldn’t be bothered to take the price tags off the stocking presents. Not only that, but he also appeared to do his shopping at the local newsagent’s. I briefly considered challenging my parents on the sheer duplicity of proceedings, but I figured I quite liked getting the presents so kept my mouth shut instead.




    There is a third kind of parental lie: the sort that plays on the blind gullibility of young children and their predilection to believe whatever their mother and father tell them. For me, the head hoodwinker was undoubtedly my dad. And his big fib concerned the popular children’s-television presenter Rolf Harris. Rolf, my dad repeatedly claimed, had ended up on British screens because he’d been forcibly deported from his home country.




    ‘Nobody liked him in Australia,’ Dad explained convincingly. ‘In fact, everyone hated him so much that he was asked to leave the country.’




    Because it was told to me at just the right impressionable age, the Rolf Harris story stuck in my mind for many years to come. Indeed, I once had a heated argument on the subject with someone at university. Certainly to my seven-year-old self the deportation myth did not seem completely far-fetched. After all, in the late 1970s and early 1980s York was one of many places to take its share of ‘boat people’ – Vietnamese refugees who had risked everything to escape their war-ravaged country. My mother taught English to some of the families, who by all accounts weren’t particularly chuffed to be in York. I guess if you’d been promised the sunshine of California and ended up in a run-down council estate in the north of England you wouldn’t be completely thrilled either. With my mother returning from her teaching sessions with extraordinary stories of the families’ journeys – storms on the high seas, being chased by pirates – my father’s Rolf story took on a life of its own. I imagined him sat at the helm of an overcrowded boat, making a Rolf-type shivering noise, and clutching his paintbrush and wobble-board close to his chest.




    ‘Oh yes,’ Dad would tell me, having really warmed to his theme, ‘we were the only country stupid enough to let him in. Rolf Harris, with his ridiculous songs and his rubbish painting.’




    ‘Two Little Boys’ was on our cassette of Ed Stewart’s Junior Choice, much to my father’s dislike. Every time the song played it was accompanied by his running commentary about how useless Rolf was. And whenever Rolf got the paintbrush out on one of his many TV shows and asked, ‘Can you tell what it is yet?’ Dad couldn’t resist answering . . .




    ‘I can tell what it is. It’s another one of your lousy pictures.’




    Rolf himself might be a little surprised by my father’s revisionist history of his early years. He actually came to England in the late 1950s of his own volition in order to study art. From there it was a career of cartoons and records and television shows. By the start of the 1980s he was hosting Rolf on Saturday OK? and he remained a mainstay throughout the decade with his various cartoon clubs, first on the BBC and then ITV. (His Animal Hospital and cover of ‘Stairway to Heaven’ are, sadly, beyond the remit of this book.)




    Quite what beef my father had with Rolf I was never entirely sure. Dad takes offence at very little, so it’s a little odd that something as harmless as a man crinkling his face up and going ‘hoohahooha-hooha’ should so get his goat. But if his plan was to evict Rolf from our house, it backfired a little. Rather than following my father’s lead in loathing Rolf, the seven-year-old me felt that he deserved the same sympathy as the Vietnamese boat people my mother was teaching. Thus, to my father’s quiet disgust, rather than watching less Rolf I actually ended up watching more. All of which probably tells you more about the consequences of lying than He-Man ever did.




    Rolf on Saturday, OK or not, was just one of the weekend’s many children’s programmes. Saturday morning, of course, was where most of these could be found, though what was on was not quite as good as what had been on the decade before. While Multi-Coloured Swap Shop and Tiswas (both of which ceased to air in 1982) had been fresh, funny and innovative, it says much that the most memorable moment of Mike Read’s Saturday Superstore was when a caller – named Simon, I believe – told pop band Matt Bianco ‘You’re a bunch of wankers.’ Similarly, the standout incident from Going Live! was when someone called Eliot phoned in to ask the equally risible Five Star ‘why they’re so fucking crap?’




    Of course, not everything on children’s TV in the eighties was feeble: Grange Hill was great (a programme I’ll return to in a later chapter); Danger Mouse was always good squeaky fun, with David Jason as the world-saving mouse, and Terry ‘and June’ Scott as his sidekick Penfold; Willo the Wisp had lots of fans (if not me) thanks to the voice of Kenneth Williams; Jigsaw I always liked, even though it was all rather weird – characters included Jigg the jigsaw piece, a pterodactyl called Ptery, and Noseybonk, a slightly nightmarish masked man with a huge white nose.




    Perhaps the greatest contribution that eighties television gave to children’s TV was in its selection of foreign cartoons and dramas, often adapted from classic books, that went on for what seemed like eternity. I might be wrong, but I’m assuming that what happened was that a commissioning editor from the BBC had lunch with one of his chums from French or German or Japanese TV and, after one too many glasses of wine, returned to the office with a carrier-bag full of video cassettes and the schedule sorted for the next six months. Which might have made life easy for him, but was hell for those viewers who didn’t like the shows.




    One such programme was Heidi, a Swiss-German drama series that was so dreary and went on for months and months. Heidi was the adaptation of Johanna Spyri’s novel Heidi’s Years of Wandering and Learning. And years of Heidi wandering about there certainly seemed to be. Oh look: there’s Heidi in the Alps with her grandfather and Peter the goatherd! Here’s Heidi in Frankfurt with sickly Clara, dreaming of the fresh mountain air! Oh no! Now Heidi’s all feeble and sleepwalking! Better get her back to the mountains and reading to Peter’s blind grandmother! What’s this? Clara has come to join Heidi in the Alps? But wait, Peter has pushed her wheelchair down the mountain! Don’t worry – it turns out that Clara can walk after all!




    The lack of anything even remotely interesting happening was not helped by the sort of dubbing that appeared to be suffering from a satellite-style delay. So Heidi’s lips would be going ten to the dozen, asking, I don’t know, ‘Entschuldigen sie bitte, wie komme ich am besten zum bahnhof?’ and three seconds later a dismembered voice would say, ‘Hello, goat boy.’ So bad was the delay – and I think I remember this rightly – that the final episode was just a black screen as they caught up with thirty minutes of missing dialogue.




    Meanwhile, someone in Spain had the bright idea of doing a cartoon version of Alexander Dumas’ The Three Musketeers. But – get this – rather than doing the cartoon with people, all the characters would be canine! So the musketeers became ‘muskehounds’ and D’Artagnan became Dogtanian! I’m sure whoever came up with all this was very pleased with themselves, but, while Heidi traded in tedium, Dogtanian went for irritation as its calling card: the lead character, one of literature’s most dashing heroes, was now a Scrappy Doo-style puppy with a Postman Pat ability to get himself into scrapes. And as for the ‘One for all and all for one’ theme tune, I can only apologize if that is now going round in your head.




    This anthropomorphizing of world classics continued with Around the World with Willy Fogg, in which both the puns and the eighty days’ time restriction were dropped but the dressing up of animals continued. Less irritating, but still not very good.




    A far better idea was to adapt Homer’s Odyssey and set it in the future: the result was Ulysses 31. Ulysses (or ‘Ulysee-ee-ee-es’ as the theme tune had it) handily rhymed with galaxies, which (like Postman Pat and Mr Spoon) was probably why he got the part. Ulysses had hacked the Gods off royally in an incident that involved killing a sci-fi version of Cyclops and freeing various enslaved children in the process – among them his son, Telemachus. Which doesn’t strike me as a particularly bad thing to have got up to, but the net result was that Ulysses was sentenced to travel among unknown stars, and to have the way back to Earth wiped from the ship computer’s memory: cue another batch of endless adventures. With his flowing locks and full beard, Ulysses looked very much like a late-period Beatle. Except that rather than Ono the irritating Japanese girlfriend he had to make do with Nono the equally annoying small robot.




    The War and Peace of these adaptations was not, in fact, War and Peace – probably a good thing, as I’m not sure the world was ready for nineteenth-century Russians re-imagined as rabbits and foxes. Instead, the book was Scott O’Dell’s 1960s children’s novel, The King’s Fifth. This might not immediately ring any bells, but probably sounds more familiar when I tell you it concerned a sixteenth-century Spanish boy called Esteban, who joined a ship sailing for the New World in the search of shiny treasure.




    The Mysterious Cities of Gold was so long it put all the other foreign series in the shade: while most of the others here clocked in at a not-inconsiderable twenty-six episodes (or, put another way, a full half year of Thursday evenings), The Mysterious Cities . . . ran at thirty-nine consecutive episodes. I could tell you in detail what happened but we’d be here for the rest of the book. In a nutshell, a Spanish explorer called Mendoza was searching for said golden cities; accompanying him were Esteban (in search of his father), Zia (the kidnapped daughter of an Inca priest, there to help with the translation), and Tao (the irritating last living descendant of some underwater, Atlantis-style civilization).




    I can only assume that Mendoza must have been kicking himself for leaving Spain without bringing his map with him, because the characters then proceeded to undertake the sort of endless American tour that has been the breaking point of many a British rock band. In that slightly annoying way, finding a mysterious city was not the end of the programme: there was also the collapse of ancient civilizations to deal with, along with a whole race of strange creatures frozen underneath a mountain, some sort of nuclear-power system that the ancients had come up with, and a giant bird-type plane called the Golden Condor (it was apparently solar-powered, which I’m sure can’t be a great way to run a plane).




    I’m carping slightly because I watched The Mysterious Cities of Gold religiously, despite the religion being some kind of new-wave mumbo-jumbo. Like Ulysses, the series felt fresh in its foreignness: Japanese-style animation through a French translation filter. Hanna-Barbera cartoons were great, but they never (to my knowledge) attempted anything with this sort of range. Things have regressed a little since then: these days everything is now English-originated (besides the odd drama on BBC4, the same is true of adult programmes too). It might be cheaper in terms of translation costs, but it presents a narrower, more Anglo-centric worldview as a result. It’s not so much that the past is another country; more, in the context of children’s television, that other countries are now part of the past.




    The nearest the eighties had to an Oliver Postgate figure was probably Raymond Briggs. Briggs is primarily a children’s author and illustrator, and his books Fungus the Bogeyman and Father Christmas were extremely well-thumbed favourites in our school library. He has a political touch too: When the Wind Blows is about the effects of a nuclear attack, while his picture book The Tin-Pot Foreign General and the Old Iron Woman concerns the Falklands War. Given his popularity, it is no surprise that a number of his books have been adapted for film and TV, none more famously so than the Channel 4 version of The Snowman.




    The Snowman was first shown in December 1982, shortly after Channel 4 had launched, and was one of the station’s early successes: it won that year’s BAFTA for Best Children’s Programme and was nominated for an Oscar. Perhaps its biggest prize was to become a staple of Christmas television, being regularly repeated every festive season since. The cartoon itself is a fairly faithful adaptation of Briggs’ original book: the story of a young boy who builds a snowman that magically comes to life at night. The two major additions for the TV adaptation were the inclusion of David Bowie, who in the opening scene played the young boy in adult life, looking back through an attic of memories, and the song ‘Walking in the Air’, which accompanies the scene where the snowman and the boy fly through the night sky (the song, incidentally, was sung by choirboy Paul Auty; Aled Jones’ subsequent hit single was just a cover).




    Right from the off, The Snowman had the look and feel of a children’s classic. And, unlike some of its more sanitized and moralistic rivals, this was a cartoon that didn't pull its punches. Because, for all of the cuteness of the choirboy singing and the carefree relationship between child and snow, it ended with the boy waking up the following day to discover that the snowman had melted into a pool of mush. Even now, I don’t think I’m the only person to have found myself in a similar position on the sofa as a result. That’s partly to do with the shock of a sad finale among the usual sea of happy endings, but the programme also tugs the strings because it touches on something bigger. I don’t know if this was the intention, but I’ve always understood the melting of the snowman to be a metaphor for the end of childhood innocence – the sort of complex emotional subject that very few children’s programmes from the eighties were brave enough to tackle. It is this bravery that goes some way to explaining why, of all the children’s programmes from the eighties, The Snowman is virtually the only one that is still regularly repeated, and still resonates today.




    After the break, we head north to meet a man having problems with a ferret, meet another with a bare bottom and a teddy bear, and a third with his hand up a cow’s posterior . . .




    

       

    




    
Ad Break





    The Leeds




    Down to the dogs now, where a popular dodgy dealer is trying his hand at greyhound racing. No, not Del Boy: the other one – Arthur Daley. There’s no sign of his minder today, mind: just his dog, Gonzalez, triumphing in all the races and Arthur taking his winnings down to his building society, the Leeds. The account is called ‘Liquid Gold’, which may or may not be the same molten pool from which the Yorkshire TV chevron rises. Anyway, it feels slightly surprising to find Daley in a building society at all, let alone in a Yorkshire one, as you’d half expect him to keep his money in a fat roll under the mattress. I guess Arthur is streetwise enough to know that Yorkshire people are – how can I put this? – careful with their money, which is probably why they needed so many building societies: the Leeds, Bradford & Bingley, the Halifax and so on.




    In one of life’s little ironies, the one time Arthur makes money out of something legit, he gets done over himself. While he is sat in the pub sipping his pint, Gonzalez is lured away, in true Daley fashion, by a man with a string of pork-and-beef sausages. Well, two can play at that game: when Gonzales returns to the greyhound track under a different guise, Daley is there in the crowd with something to distract him – a tiny poodle called Fifi. I don’t speak greyhound myself, but like to imagine that Gonzalez is crooning in her ear: ‘I could be so good for you . . .’




    

       

    




    
Episode Two





    ‘I’d like to apologize to our


    viewers in the north’




    I had something of a Hovis childhood. I wasn’t Yorkshire born but was very much Yorkshire bred. I’d actually been born many miles further south, in Salisbury, but we’d moved up to York when I was two. Those very early childhood years were not something I could remember, and their existence was something I learned not to bring up in conversation, polite or otherwise. Yorkshire was a place for Yorkshire people, and the fact that you were actually a ‘soft southerner’ was not the sort of revelation to win you many friends.




    There’s a classic comedy sketch called ‘The Four Yorkshiremen’, performed by Monty Python in their 1982 film Live at the Hollywood Bowl but originally part of another, late-1960s series called At Last the 1948 Show. In the sketch, the four Yorkshiremen take turns to boast about how difficult and terrible their respective childhoods were, going to increasingly ridiculous lengths to lord it over the previous speaker: ‘Cardboard Box? Luxury!’ It was funny because of the truth behind the joke – it combined the feeling that everything someone from Yorkshire did had to be bigger and better with the idea that proper Yorkshire people both were tougher and had it tougher than anyone else.




    This sense of pride and self-belief was reinforced by a sense of separateness from the rest of the country. In a sketch from Victoria Wood’s television show, her spoof television announcer, played by Susie Blake, says, ‘I’d like to apologize to our viewers in the north. It must be awful for them.’ This perception was backed up by that of the county’s then most successful football team, ‘Dirty Dirty’ Leeds United. Leeds fans would regularly chant about how everyone didn’t like them – and about how they didn’t care. All of which served to foster a strong local pride and a strange dislocation whereby the rest of the country looked down on Yorkshire and Yorkshire looked down on the rest of the country.




    Nowhere was this philosophy about Yorkshire more engrained than in its policy towards cricket. Yorkshire County Cricket Club had a very simple rule when it came to who was allowed to represent them: only those born within the ‘historic borders’ of Yorkshire were eligible to play. People would go to great lengths to achieve the necessary status. I had one friend at school whose mother during labour was driven fifty miles over the border so her child-to-be might one day represent his county. The agony of her contractions as the car screeched up the M1 to Sheffield was not entirely without reward: fortunately, she gave birth to a son. Unfortunately, though, spectatorship turned out to be his main sporting prowess.




    There was an unspoken problem with the ‘Yorkshire-born’ policy: that being that seemingly everyone who was born within the county – Geoffrey Boycott aside – was crap at cricket. The other counties, who had adopted the slapdash policy of not caring where their players came from, had the pick of the best players and walloped Yorkshire accordingly. The once-great county team hadn’t won anything for years and spent their seasons bumping along at the bottom of the league.




    Geoffrey Boycott, sometimes known as GLY or Greatest Living Yorkshireman, summed up much of what being from Yorkshire was all about. One of the cricketing greats, he was, depending on who you talked to, either brilliant or obstinate, single-minded or self-obsessed. Geoffrey was famous for scoring runs at a snail’s pace and not giving his wicket away: once he was in, he could stick it out at the crease for as long as it took, playing forward-defensive shot after forward-defensive shot for what could seem like days, weeks, even months. In one test match, so legend has it, Ian Botham was sent in on team orders to run his team mate out so things could be speeded up a bit.




    I met Boycott once, in the late eighties, when I was working in a bookshop where he was doing a book-signing.




    ‘Come on, lad, get cracking,’ he said to me. Given the number of his innings I’d been forced to sit through, this felt a bit rich.




    Pride in all things Yorkshire could be stretched to incredible lengths. If Geoffrey Boycott was the Greatest Living Yorkshireman, then the Worst was the county’s second-most famous inhabitant: Peter Sutcliffe, the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’. For the best part of a decade Sutcliffe had gone about his horrific business of assaulting or murdering numerous women – some of them prostitutes and some of them not – in particularly unpleasant ways. In 1981, after several false starts, the police finally caught up with Sutcliffe after a chance encounter over a driving charge, and he was put away for life.




    Clearly he was not a nice person and psychologically a few cans of Double Diamond short of a six-pack. And yet his Yorkshire moniker was difficult to completely ignore. After all, how many other counties could lay claim to having their own Ripper? Exactly. Consequently there was a sense of grim pride in him being ‘our’ Ripper: ‘I tell thee, lad, people can say what they like about that Sutcliffe, but he grafted for them murders . . .’




    In television terms, Yorkshire’s identity was reinforced by the regionalization of ITV. Just as no other county had their own Ripper, so no other county had their own television area: it was all Southern this, or Central that. Yorkshire Television, along with its golden emblem, shone out. Broadcasting out of Leeds, it pre-empted a number of the big television changes of the 1980s: in the late 1970s, YTV ran a trial breakfast-television programme, five years before the launch of TV-am and the BBC’s Breakfast Time; it launched a quiz show called Calendar Countdown before Channel 4 was born; and in the mid-1980s became the first ITV region to broadcast through the night.




    The host of Calendar Countdown was Richard Whiteley, who of course later hosted Channel 4’s Countdown. Prior to the launch of Channel 4, Whiteley was best known for an incident involving him and a ferret on our local news programme. In every way, this was a piece of television that could only happen in Yorkshire: where else would you find a ferret fancier plus ferrets invited into a television studio? With an unerring sense of inevitability (though it’s possible I think that simply because I’ve seen the clip so many times) the ferret Whiteley was holding locked its teeth on to his left hand and refused to let go. So far, so It’ll Be Alright on the Night. But what makes the scene a ‘Yorkshire’ one is the ferret fancier’s disinterested response.




    ‘Put it on the floor,’ he told Whiteley in a matter-of-fact way. ‘It won’t hurt you.’




    Richard Whiteley clearly disagreed, and the best part of a minute later the ferret was still biting down hard. With a continued air of indifference, the fancier finally prized the ferret’s jaw open and set Whiteley free.




    ‘If that meant business it would have been through to the bone,’ he said, making clear what a big girl’s blouse Whiteley was being. As if to reinforce the point, he then added: ‘She’s playing with you.’




    Like I said, only in Yorkshire.




    *




    Whatever you might think of the people, Yorkshire has stunning countryside on offer. From the North York Moors to the Yorkshire Dales, the coastline of Whitby and Robin Hood’s Bay to three Peaks, there’s a lot to see. And, every Sunday, I saw a lot of it. My parents, like all upstanding middle-class folk, saw the seventh day not as a day of rest but as a day of improvement. Following church in the morning and a roast for lunch, Sunday afternoon was set aside for either a bracing country walk or, more likely, a visit to one of Yorkshire’s stately homes or historical relics.




    The jewel in Yorkshire’s crown was Castle Howard, a 300-year-old stately home that wasn’t actually a castle at all but a palatial structure topped off with a St Paul’s-style dome. It boasted enormous and well-manicured lands, including an impressively large fountain and a mausoleum, an ice house (disappointingly not actually made of ice), and the ‘Temple of the Four Winds’, which was just a bit exposed.




    On separate occasions, both Joff and I disgraced ourselves at Castle Howard. For my brother it was by stepping over one of those purple ropes separating the furniture from the tourists. He’d done so after a prolonged discussion between us as to what would happen if the rope was crossed. What happened was that an alarm went off, and we got one of those stiff talkings-to you get from the sort of sour-faced wardens who don’t like being woken from their slumber in the corner.




    My own crime was having the temerity to sit down in a chair. In my defence, I was feeling a little tired – something I put down to the soporific effect that the humidity in such buildings has on me (and, I’m ashamed to say, still does). Unfortunately, the chair I chose to sit on was the best part of 300 years old.




    In 1981, Castle Howard was one of the most famous buildings on television, though it was better known by another name, Brideshead Castle – it being the setting of ITV’s adaptation of Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited. This wasn’t just any old adaptation: costing £10 million to make, and at more than twelve hours long, this was one of the biggest and most lavish drama series ever made in Britain. It might seem odd now to think that it was ITV, rather than the BBC, who made such a show. In more ways than one it was a case of the commercial broadcaster quite literally parking their vehicles on the BBC’s lawn – Castle Howard was owned by George Howard, then Chairman of the BBC.




    Ten million pounds is a lot of dough for a television series even today; thirty years ago, it was an enormous sum of money. What ITV got for their money was a veritable Who’s Who of British actors: Laurence Olivier, John Gielgud, Claire Bloom and Stephane Audran were just some of the famous names to take part. The stars of the programme, however, were the then relatively unknown Jeremy Irons, who played Charles Ryder, and Anthony Andrews, who was given the role of Sebastian Flyte.




    Brideshead Revisited begins during the Second World War, when soldier Charles Ryder is posted to Brideshead Castle. This is the ‘revisiting’ of the title, as Brideshead was once the home of his close friend Sebastian Flyte, whom Ryder met as a student at Oxford. The story follows their relationship in the years before the war: living it up at Brideshead together; Charles’ infatuation with Sebastian’s sister, Julia; Sebastian’s fun-loving outlook descending into alcoholism; Julia’s ultimate rejection of Charles in favour of her belief in Catholicism.




    As well as Brideshead and Oxford, the story takes the characters to Venice, where Charles’ father (Laurence Olivier) lived, to Morocco (where Sebastian ends up) and on an ocean liner bound for America (where Charles is reacquainted with Julia). And, although all these locations were faithfully and expensively filmed (the liner sequences were filmed on board the QE2 as she steamed across the Atlantic), it was Castle Howard as Brideshead that captured the audience’s imagination as much as it did the main character’s.




    It would be stretching the point to suggest that I sat rapturously throughout what Anthony Burgess described as ‘the best piece of fictional television ever made’. The sorry truth is that it didn’t take me long to clock that Brideshead was the place with the chairs you weren’t allowed to sit down on and promptly declare I was going to watch no such thing. I was wrong to be so dismissive, of course, and also in the minority. The only person besides myself who didn’t fall in love with the programme was Clive James, then television critic for the Observer. And admittedly his criticisms were a touch more sophisticated than mine. James considered the adaptation to be ‘windier’ than Waugh’s original novel, and not just the scene where Charles and Sebastian were buttock-naked: ‘very worthy, even estimable, but still inexorably enslaved to the stylistic beauty of the original text . . . the series is a Fabergé curate’s egg,’ he eloquently concluded.




    In the outside world Clive James was, like me in the Bromley household, a lone voice. The series pulled in an audience of nine million viewers, which is the same sort of number that The X Factor pulls in today. It partly owed its success to a great cast, a great setting and a great original novel. But two other factors helped it really stand out, the first of which was the timing of the programme’s release. In a documentary about the making of Brideshead, producer Derek Granger suggested that, ‘The beginning of the eighties was Thatcherism and a new kind of affluence. The stock market was booming and we were out of those gloomy, frozen seventies. There was a kind of feeling that people wanted luxury. And I think this big, luxuriant, opulent, hugely expensive show, showing wealth and ostentation, just hit a nerve.’




    I also think its sheer length was beneficial. To condense a novel into a feature film or a two- or three-part drama usually involves ripping out most of the story bar the nuts and bolts of the main narrative. Allowing the story to spread out over many more hours lets an adaptation really breathe, and avoids losing anything important. I was once fortunate enough to hear Anthony Minghella speak about the making of The English Patient. His original cut of the film, which included everything from the novel he wanted to keep in, was eight hours in length.




    This makes one consider the success of such critically acclaimed modern American drama series as The Wire, The Sopranos or Mad Men, because surely the latitude of these extended series allows the characters and stories the extra dimension that makes the programmes so popular. Of course, the size of the US means the potential audience for quality drama is larger than in the UK, which in turn means the budget is greater and it’s possible to make the shows more expansive. In the UK, where the equivalent audience is smaller and budgets therefore likewise, programmes like Brideshead Revisited are the exceptions to the norm: usually our series are shorter, with all the narrative constraints that implies.




    Castle Howard was not the only place in Yorkshire being turned into a film set during the eighties. The West Yorkshire village of Holmfirth was the setting for the long-running sitcom Last of the Summer Wine; Esholt, near Bradford, was better known as the location for Emmerdale Farm; a quiet corner store in a Doncaster sidestreet was turned into Arkwright’s, Ronnie Barker’s shop in Open All Hours; and, high in the Yorkshire Dales, Askrigg became Darrowby, the fictional home of All Creatures Great and Small.




    Last of the Summer Wine I always found a little corked. Compo, Foggy and Clegg were the three ageing amigos who, for half an hour on a Sunday evening, would get involved in some sort of minor jaunt or scrape that would all be resolved quite happily by the time the credits rolled. To me, it made Yorkshire look like some sort of fiat-capped Eternity: a place where the only things to ever die are jokes.




    Emmerdale, meanwhile, was very much Emmerdale Farm back then. The show wasn’t the only thing to change its name: the village itself was originally called Beckindale. If Last of the Summer Wine specialized in ‘proper’ surnames, like Dewhurst and Utterthwaite, Emmerdale went for right-classic Christian names, such as Seth and Amos. The characters would wander around the fields worrying about the lambing season before retiring to the Woolpack for a pint of real ale and a chorus of ‘Nay, Mr Wilks’.




    Should anyone be in any doubt as to just how Yorkshire they were, the characters were given the sort of facial hair that can be grown only by having worked on the land since 1873. Amos Brearly, the local landlord, brandished a set of sideburns that made Noddy Holder’s efforts look little more than teenage bum fluff. Poacher Seth Armstrong, meanwhile, had the sort of moustache that would take one dismissive look at Tom Selleck and say, ‘Now this, sunshine, is a moustache.’ So twirling was his nasal topiary that from certain angles it looked as though he was blowing black steam out of his nostrils.




    One wonders why, when they found a sheep bleating about a sore neck, the owners of Emmerdale Farm never gave Skeldale House in Darrowby a ring and asked for the services of James Herriot. The North Riding town of Darrowby was home to his veterinary practice in All Creatures Great and Small. Actually, probably the reason that James Herriot never got such a call was that his programme was, like Brideshead Revisited, set before the war. It was based on a series of bestselling books by James Herriot (the pen name of real-life vet Alf Wight), called things like If Only They Could Talk and It Shouldn’t Happen to a Vet, which had been bundled up into a single volume for the US market: All Creatures Great and Small. This was originally made into a film starring, among others, Anthony Hopkins. I haven’t seen it, so can’t confirm whether he pan-fried a newly born calf with some fava beans and a bottle of Chianti. The film might not have set the world on fire, but did enough for the BBC to consider adapting the books for a TV show.




    All Creatures Great and Small starred Christopher Timothy as James Herriot, Robert Hardy as the eccentric Siegfried and Peter Davison as Tristan. Timothy’s wife was first played by Carol Drinkwater (who went on to write books about making olive oil) and then Lynda Bellingham (who went on to make gravy). The programme’s title was a little misleading: Darrowby was not exactly bustling with a Noah’s ark of animals. Rather, the ‘all creatures’ were actually ‘all the creatures you might find on a 1930s Yorkshire farm’, with the ‘great’ being a prize cow and the ‘small’ being Tricki-Woo, an irritating pet Pekinese.




    The programme offered up what always struck me as a curious combination of rolling Yorkshire countryside, the gentlest of Sunday-night comedy and the sight of Peter Davison with his hand stuck up a cow’s backside. That, let’s be honest, is what everyone remembers from the programme. That and putting the mug of Mellow Bird’s back down on the table because it suddenly didn’t seem quite so appetizing. Despite knowing what was about to happen, you were never quite able to tear your eyes away from the screen. In fact, the opposite was usually the case.




    ‘Quick!’ I’d shout as whichever vet on duty rolled their sleeve up and dunked their forearm in a bucket of cold water. ‘He’s going in!’




    Whereupon my brother would rush into the sitting room and we’d utter a collective, ‘Eeeuw!’




    The secret to sticking your arm up a bovine bottom (should you ever find yourself in such a situation) is apparently to make your hand fiat, like a fish, and then wiggle it up the channel. The reason the vets went to such lengths – apart from to show off – was usually to do with a cow being with calf. A skilled practitioner could feel around, find the foetus and from its size predict how far gone Ermintrude was. One had to be extremely careful in one’s rummaging: a less skilled vet would find their groping around becoming just plain groping. Believe me, that can lead to an acutely awkward silence in the meadow the following morning.




    The final episode of the original run pulled in 16 million people. There followed a succession of Christmas specials (where the cow was substituted for a turkey) before a further three series took the story beyond the Second World War. Not that you’d really know: like the facial-hair fashions in Emmerdale Farm, one got the feeling that nothing ever really changed.




    Christopher Timothy wasn’t actually from Yorkshire (he was born in Wales) and indeed neither was James Herriot (Alf Wight was born in Scotland). But the success of All Creatures Great and Small led to them being made ‘Honorary Yorkshiremen’ in the early 1990s. From a county not renowned for its love of outsiders, this was something of an accolade. Their place in local culture was cemented when Alf Wight died in 1995 and more than 2000 people turned up to his funeral in York Minster.




    By the start of the nineties Yorkshire was beginning to change. Emmerdale Farm was now just Emmerdale and its rural plotlines were being swapped for more raunchy ones. In 1993, to ram the ‘we’ve changed’ point home, a Lockerbie-style plane crash in the village cleared out about half the cast. Even Yorkshire Cricket Club altered its rules with an embarrassed cough. Now you could play for the county even if you hadn’t been born there – you just had to have gone to school there. This meant that a bright young batting prospect called Michael Vaughan, born (gasp!) in Lancashire but educated in Yorkshire, was eligible for selection.




    It also meant that I, too, could play for the county. Could being the crucial word. I had by now found my role in a cricket team, which was to come in to bat at number nine. Nothing wrong with that, you might think, for a bowler. Except that I didn’t bowl either. I remain almost unique in cricketing circles: a non-bowling, tail-order specialist batsman, a position sometimes known as ‘making up the numbers’.




    To anyone outside Yorkshire the degree to which ‘being Yorkshire’ mattered, growing up, might seem odd. Similarly, I can understand someone who watched these programmes might wonder what it was about them that bothered me so much. After all, the Yorkshire that television decided to show was either about old people in the present day or young people in the olden days. It was nostalgic and old fashioned – a white-rose-tinted take on small, close-knit communities the modern world had somehow passed by. Even Brideshead Revisted, a non-Yorkshire show with a very Yorkshire setting, was a tale about clinging on to a past that was no longer really there. It’s a depiction of Yorkshire that continues to be lapped up: in 1992 the ITV drama Heartbeat began. That show, based in another fictional Yorkshire village (this time Aidensfield), was originally set in 1964; given that we’re now in 2010, the show should by now have reached the early 1980s – but instead it remains stuck in a television time-warp.




    I wonder if the problem I have with some of these programmes is that they suffered from Sunday-night syndrome: Heartbeat, All Creatures Great and Small, Open All Hours and Last of the Summer Wine all found their home on the Sunday-evening schedules, nestling alongside such other thrilling rollercoaster rides as Songs of Praise and Antiques Roadshow. As a child in the Bromley household, Sunday night meant bath night – hair washed, and early to bed for school the following morning. These programmes for me, then, are forever associated with the drudgery of that, and the fact that the weekend was winding down to a close. It did cross my mind more than once that my parents had done a deal with the TV schedulers – to get them to put on a series of soporific shows to reduce the level of household arguments on a Sunday. When the alternative was watching Compo, Foggy and Clegg roll down a hillside in an old tin bath, having a bath yourself didn’t seem such a bad option after all.




    That still leaves the question as to why it is Yorkshire itself that is so often considered the ideal home for these sleepy shows. I can only guess that the producers once saw Geoffrey Boycott bat.




    After the break, we visit a country overrun by innuendo, meet a man who has had his microphone bent and discover the dangers of not looking when you lean against the bar . . .




    

       

    




    
Ad Break





    Maxell Cassette Tapes




    To the outside of a café, where a man is recreating the bit from the Bob Dylan film Don’t Look Back where his Bobness holds up the words to his song ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ on large pieces of card. Except this chap isn’t grooving along to ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’, but to the 1960s hit ‘The Israelites’ by Desmond Dekker and the Aces. Except the words written on the cards he’s holding up aren’t the lyrics to ‘The Israelites’, but to a similar-sounding song apparently called ‘My Ears are Alight’. In fact, none of the lyrics he holds up are quite the same as what we‘re listening to. So this poor chap is hearing things like ‘Cheese head’ and ‘Why find my kids’ . . .




    So what is going on? Is the guy a little bit deaf? Does he require a Morrissey-style hearing aid in order to work out what the lyrics are? As it turns out, the problem is not his hearing: it’s that he didn’t record the song on a Maxell cassette tape. (Note to younger readers: cassette tapes were what we in the eighties used to record the Top 40 and our vinyl records on. What’s that? You don’t know what the Top 40 or vinyl records are either . . . ?)




    

       

    




    
Episode Three





    ‘I think we’re on a winner here, Trig’




    As with many middle-class parents, my mum and dad were suspicious of the television and its potential for pernicious influence. ‘Auntie’ Beeb was considered preferable to ‘Uncle’ ITV but even so, time in her company was strictly rationed. Any sign of dissent over what we were and weren’t allowed to watch, and my parents would pull out examples of even more hardcore middle-class behaviour to shut us up.
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