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Prologue

Talking the Talk

It was early in 2004. I was 59 years old. I wasn't thinking of
retiring, but I was thinking more about getting my life in
balance – probably not before time. The dance school was doing
well, I was judging and giving lectures, not just in Britain, but
also all over the world; however, I was allowing a little more
time for golf and the other things that were becoming increasingly
important to me. With everything going so well, why was
something beginning to get to my wick?

The world of ballroom dancing is certainly not a great big
one – it's more like a little village. Six months earlier, in the
autumn of the previous year, rumours had begun circulating
about a new BBC ballroom dancing show that was to feature
celebrities and professional dancers performing together. Every
time I went to judge a competition or bumped into mates or
acquaintances from the dance world almost everyone asked me
the same question.

'Have you auditioned for this new BBC dance show?'

I quickly became tired of finding new ways to say no; of
course, I pretended that I couldn't really care less. But the truth
was it actually got to the point where it hurt that I hadn't been
asked. To be a ballroom dancer you have to be a bit of an egotist.
You need to be able to perform in front of thousands of people
knowing full well that everyone will be judging you. Dancing is
a very competitive world and I don't know anyone that likes
losing – me especially. So why wasn't the BBC interested in me?

One morning I had a call from a friend who I'm sure was just
trying to rub salt into my wounded pride.

'Ah, Len, I've just been up to the BBC and had a long interview
with the people doing this new dance show.' He then
proceeded to tell me all about what had happened, before
asking, 'So how did you find it? You have been haven't you?'

'Of course I've been! But I don't think it's my cup of tea. So
I told them there and then I wasn't interested.' From then on it
became my stock answer.


In late March I heard from another friend in the dance world
that the programme was going to start on the first Saturday in
May. By then the show's name had leaked out – Strictly Come
Dancing, a lot better than what I later heard they were going to
call it – Pro-Celebrity Come Dancing. With time getting along it
was obvious that there was no way I was in the running. That
evening, unable to control my frustration any longer, I talked to
my partner Sue about it.

'I know there's loads of people who've done better as a
competitor than me, there are far better coaches that are probably
more qualified to do it than me, but I know I'm the best
one for the job.'

'And why would that be, Len?' Sue asked, in an as-if-I-don't-know
kind of voice.

'Well, they all talk in very technical and boring ways about
dancing, their personalities don't come through when they speak.
All they will do is baffle people with specialist information.'

I've always known that my biggest asset, my single greatest
piece of luck in life and throughout my whole career, has been
my personality. There were plenty of others who could dance
the dance, but I could talk the talk.

'But Len, you've been saying that you are going to do less
teaching and not be so involved in dancing so you can play even
more golf. Does it really matter that much?' said Sue, trying to
heal my hurt feelings.

'Well, I know I have, but that's not the point! It would still be
nice to be asked. Fifty-nine and finished – bloody great!'

'Oh yes, how could I forget it's that birthday next month,'
said a by now less than sympathetic-sounding Sue.

Within a matter of days I heard that the show's format had
leaked out. Pretty soon the names of the judges began to circulate
on the grapevine. The producer was someone named Izzie
Pick and she and the other executives at the BBC had apparently
decided on the four judges: Bruno Tonioli, Arlene Phillips and
Craig Revel-Horwood, along with, so it was rumoured, a really
nice woman that I knew well from my world of dancing. They
had chosen three choreographers from the world of stage
dancing and a former world champion Latin dancer. But
rumour also had it that Izzie Pick was still not sure if the balance
was right amongst the four judges that had been chosen. On
paper it seemed perfect, with two men and two women being
the obvious way to go.

Besides the judges, they had by this time also chosen the
professional dancers. I heard later that Izzie had been chatting
with Erin Boag, who along with Anton du Beke, her partner,
had been contracted as two of the professionals for the show.
Izzie said she was still not convinced they had the best panel of
judges and could Erin think of anyone else who might be right
for it. Erin ran through a whole host of names and to each one
Izzie replied, yes, she'd tried them all. Then, for God knows
what reason, Erin said:

'Have you had a go at Len Goodman?'

'Who's he?' Izzie asked.

'Well, he's a bit of a character,' Erin replied.

I'd judged Erin and Anton on numerous occasions. I'd first
seen Erin at a little beginners' competition in a small dance
school in Southend, although I'd never taught either of them.
They had also seen me lecture so I guess all that put together
was probably what made Erin mention my name. And so, one
evening, the phone rang.

'Hello, is that Len Goodman?'

'Yes.'

'This is Izzie Pick, I'm the producer of a new BBC TV show
called Strictly Come Dancing, have you heard of it?'

What I said was, 'Yes I have.' About bloody time, was what I
thought.

'Would you be available to come and have an interview?'

'Yes, I would,' said I, trying not to sound too excited or available.

'When can you come for a bit of a chat and a test?'

'When would you like me?'

'Any chance of tomorrow?'

I said yes, sounding very available and a little excited.

'Do you want a car to pick you up?' asked Izzie.

'No.' I thought it might make me sound expensive if I said
yes. 'I'll come on the train, that's fine enough, thank you.'


Saying yes was the simple bit. Deciding what I should wear was
much more problematic. I assumed by test that she meant a
screen test and not an exam; I hoped so, as I'd never been too
swift at exams. For some reason I decided that the English
eccentric look was the obvious solution – well, at least to me it
was. I thought, having been ignored for so long, that I needed
to make an impact, an impression: I just hoped it would be a
good one. In any case, what had I got to lose? I'd had a tweed
suit that had been made in Dubai that made me look every inch
the country gent; best of all it only cost me £150! I'd also
bought a pair of two-tone shoes from Crockett and Jones in
Jermyn Street; these were more expensive than the suit, but
together with a nice shirt and tie they completed the ensemble –
perfectly.

The following day, dressed as a slightly off-the-wall
Englishman, I arrived at the BBC in Wood Lane where I was met
by one of the assistant producers on the show called Matilda:
today she's the main producer on Dancing with the Stars. She
took me to meet Izzie who, when we were introduced, looked at
me a little strangely, but covered her apparent shock at my
appearance by talking enthusiastically about the show and how
glad she was that I could find the time to come in at such short
notice. My first impression of her was very positive; I liked her
obvious passion for the show and what she thought it would do
for ballroom dancing, although I couldn't help thinking she was
so young to have such an important role for what could be a
huge production. Izzie took me into a tiny room where there
was just enough room for a TV monitor, a cameraman and the
two of us; we spent the next two hours in there – me talking and
the cameraman filming my every twitch.

'So Len, tell me a bit about yourself.' I've never needed any
encouragement to talk about myself but tried to keep it as
concise as I could, but at the same time I wanted to impress her
with what I'd done.

'Well, I've been in dancing since I was 21 so I've been involved
in it for close to 40 years. I've taught beginners. I've coached world
champions. I've judged every type of competition.' After filling her
in with more detail, I said, 'I can teach anyone to dance.'

'What? Even me?' said Izzie, laughing.

'What do you want to learn to do?'

'Salsa,' Izzie replied.

'Stand up and I'll show you.'

So with barely any room to move, I began teaching her to
dance.


After this bit of fun we got down to the real business of the
interview and Izzie put on a video of a couple doing a waltz and
asked me to give a commentary on what they were doing. It was
obvious they were not experienced dancers – just beginners'
standard.

'Well, his foot work is very good,' said I, before waiting a
little while to continue. 'But he just went off time, his left arm is
not in the correct position, he lacked rise and fall, there was no
sway to the dance, which is one of the characteristics of the
waltz.'

'I thought you were really going to enjoy it after your initial
reaction,' said Izzie.

'I've always believed that if you're going to criticise
someone's dancing then you should always start off with any
positives that you can find in what they are doing. I've always
done that when I'm teaching.' The truth is I have found that
people are more able to accept what's wrong with their dancing
if you start by giving them some encouragement. If you accentuate
the positive, you tone down the negative.

Izzie next showed me a couple doing the cha-cha-cha.

'His posture is good, with a nice hip action.' Unfortunately it
wasn't all good and this time instead of just saying what was
wrong I let her have some of my more off-the-wall criticism.
'You know, his arms are a little bit filleted,' followed by another
couple of odds and sods.

She showed me two or three other dances on which I
commented before we finished.

'Well, Len, thanks very much for all that. It's been lovely to
meet you.' She gave me no indication of how it had gone; I left
feeling a bit deflated.

I took the Tube back to London Bridge and caught the train
home to Dartford.

'So, how did it go?' asked Sue.

'Well, I don't think it could have gone that well because she
didn't seem particularly overwhelmed with my personality,
knowledge or anything else about me for that matter. I've got a
feeling I might be a bit old for them.' Even as I was saying it I
was hoping I was wrong. 'She did seem impressed with what I'd
done over the years.'

As I talked to Sue it occurred to me that what I could bring
to the show was an in-depth knowledge of ballroom dancing
that Bruno, Arlene and Craig could not because they shared a
background in stage dancing. So maybe, just maybe, I would get
the job. However, my realistic side was telling me that my
female counterpart had already got it. I also comforted myself
with the thought that I'd spent months telling people I didn't
want the gig anyway.


Two days later I got another call from Izzie.

'Len, we very much like what we saw of you on the video
that we shot when you came in the other day. When I say we,
I've shown it to Jane Lush, the Head of Light Entertainment, as
well as Alex Rudzinski, the director of the show and we want
you to be part of Strictly Come Dancing.'

I practically bashed my head on the ceiling.

'Well, that's marvellous. I'd love to do it.'

'We're shooting a kind of pilot show next week, it's not for
broadcast, it's designed for us to be able to get the logistics right
for the first show that will air a week later. It will, however, be
a full dress run.'

'Oh, right.'

'You don't sound so excited all of sudden, Len, is everything
all right?

'Oh, oh, yes. I was just thinking of all the things that I'd need
to get organised. I'm really excited by the idea and thanks very
much for asking me.' After that we talked a little about details
and said we'd talk as the week went along to cover off any final
arrangements. I found out later that the woman who was also
up for the job had pulled out. Apparently her husband, who had
also been her dance partner, was about to celebrate a big
birthday and she planned to take him to America as a present to
celebrate and wouldn't be back in time to do the pilot. She was
told that if she wasn't, then she couldn't be in the show. It must
have been an agonising decision for her and I would have hated
to be in that position myself.

After my conversation with Izzie my head started fizzing with
thoughts. Naturally I was flattered that I'd been asked, but
suddenly I was also frightened that the show was going to take
the rise out of ballroom dancing, which would mean a consequent
fall in my reputation. What I loved, what I'd spent all my
life doing and trying to achieve for dancing, could be destroyed
overnight. The first season was to last 8 weeks and I couldn't
help thinking, supposing I'm on this show and it is an absolute
mickey take and the whole thing is terrible. Week after week I'd
be stuck there on a terrible bloody show. There would be
nowhere to go, nowhere to hide; still, if it was that bad they
might even pull it off air.

At the back of my mind was the thought that the BBC at one
stage did ballroom dancing a great injustice. It wasn't a deliberate
injustice, but because of the BBC the general public's
concept of a typical ballroom dance teacher was from the show
Hi-De-Hi – mincing men and women with dresses that looked
like an open parachute. Most people's idea of learning to ballroom
dance was based on what they saw on that show. Even
Come Dancing had begun to go downhill the longer it was on
air and the worse its slot on the schedules became. I really
worried that it could set our little world back and I kept
thinking, 'What if Strictly is another load of crap?'

I realised, as soon as my head had come down off the ceiling,
that there was another more practical problem. The second
Saturday of the show was going to clash with the British
Ballroom Dancing Championships, which are held in Blackpool
every year at the same time. There are certain things in my little
world of dance that are very, very important and this is one of
them. I had been asked to be a judge, one of 11; given that
there's only a pool of 30 in the whole world it was a real
dilemma. To be asked is a great honour and it's the absolute
pinnacle of our business. I know people in dance who'd literally
cut off their leg to be invited to judge. This wouldn't be my first
time, but that in no way diminishes the kudos. Over the next
two days I called around to speak to a few people asking their
advice as to what I should do, and eventually I began to formulate
a plan. I'd been told that the second week of the BBC's show
was actually going to come from the Tower Ballroom in
Blackpool because a lot of the professionals were dancing there
on the Friday and the whole show could not have gone ahead
without the pros. However, what I was judging at the British
Championships would clash with the live television show; I
decided I needed to speak to Izzie.

'I know I've told you that I will do it – and, don't get me
wrong, I want to do it – but would it be possible to be allowed
not to appear on Strictly Come Dancing on the second week
because I've been asked to be a judge in Blackpool at the British
Championships. I would imagine in the 80-odd years that
they've been going that no one has ever been asked to judge and
turned it down.' I remember kind of laughing a little as I said it
to make it seem like a trivial request.

'Oh, no,' said Izzie. 'You either do them all or none at all.'

It was that short and, as far as I was concerned, not very sweet.

I phoned Gill McKenzie, the lady who then ran the British
Championships, and told her about the BBC show and how I
was hoping that it was going to be a real boost for our business.
I explained that they were going to hold the second week's show
in Blackpool and could I be excused from judging for the hour
and a half that the BBC show was broadcast on Saturday night.

'Well, a couple of hours at most, Gill, it's only just around the
corner to the Tower Ballroom where they will be broadcasting
from.'

'Len, absolutely not.'

I was stumped. I went to my closest friends in the ballroom
business and explained my predicament. Typical of the replies I
got was this fairly blunt assessment of my future from one
friend. 'Listen, Len, if you turn down Blackpool you'll never be
asked again. You'll be finished in the business.' To a man and
woman, that's more or less what they all said.

'Sue, what shall I do? Being asked to judge at Blackpool,
although it's flattering, is of no intrinsic value financially other
than the fee you get – which isn't a fortune. About all it does is
flatter my ego.'

'Len, I think you should do Strictly Come Dancing. But
maybe you should phone the BBC and find out what they will
do if you say you're not going to do their show.'

So I phoned Izzie to ask her.

'We will probably go with just three judges – Bruno, Arlene
and Craig, who are all very good in their own fields, but not the
most knowledgeable people in ballroom and Latin.'

'Leave it with me, Izzie. I just need to make one more phone
call.'

I knew I had to bite the bullet and so I called Gill McKenzie
again.

'I am really stuck because you won't let me off judging on
Saturday night, neither will the BBC release me. My only wish
is to be able to further ballroom and Latin dancing. I think I can
serve our interests better by judging the BBC's show than just
being one of 11 judges at the Championships. You've got a pool
of others that you can pick from who are equally knowledgeable,
probably more so than I am. Would you please release me
from my contract?'

'I don't like it, Len, a contract is a contract.' I told her that in
the past I had been asked to do a demonstration for Butlins at
Barry Island in South Wales and a week later I was asked to go
to South Africa for three weeks to judge, which was worth 50
times the money, but it never came into my head to cancel
Butlins; my word's always been my bond.

'I just think that it's so important for the whole dance world
that this show is a success. I'm the only one the BBC has who
really knows anything about ballroom and Latin.'

After a bit more chat from me along the same lines Gill said,
'Okay, Len, I'll release you.'

With that our conversation ended, not exactly abruptly, but
far from warmly. I fully expected never to be asked again and to
be blackballed by my profession. It was one of the hardest decisions
I have ever had to make in my professional life. To my
surprise, and rather marvellously, after the third week of
Strictly, I got a letter from Gill. Inside was a compliments slip
on which all it said was: 'Len – good decision!' It was really a
lovely thing to have received.


Before all that, there was the little matter of the pilot-cum-dress
run through on 24 April, the day before my sixtieth birthday –
it must have been an omen. Not that I knew anything about it,
but Sue had been busy arranging a surprise party at the Ivy in
London for a few of my best friends and closest family. She had
also organised a surprise match at my golf club for me and some
of my mates. She had wanted to keep it a secret until the
Saturday morning, but ended up telling me about it the night
before because I was insisting on leaving around lunchtime to be
sure to be at Television Centre in good time to film the pilot. She
was adamant that there was no need to do that because a car
was picking me up from the golf club to get me to the BBC in
good time. At first I got a bit shirty about it all. Sue also told me
she was taking me to the Ivy for my birthday, just the two of us.
What I didn't know at the time was that Sue had called Izzie to
see if the pilot could be rearranged for another day. She got the
same answer as their original choice of judge: 'If Len doesn't do
the pilot, then Len doesn't do the show.' Sue and Izzie had also
spoken about getting me over to the Ivy; they agreed it would
be tight but I would be all finished by 8 p.m. and a car could
then rush me to the restaurant.

I play golf at the London Club, which is in a little tiny village
called Ash, not far from Brands Hatch in Kent. My birthday
golf game was a real treat and we all had a great time. Sue had
arranged prizes and when the golf finished at about half past
two we sat out on the terrace, as it was a lovely spring afternoon.
Champagne, sandwiches, all my mates laughing and
joking, made it a very happy birthday. The BBC had arranged a
car to pick me up at four o'clock; by 4.15 there was still no car.

Half past four, still no car. I called Izzie.

'It's going be touch and go for me to get to you by 5.30.'

'It's okay, Len; if the driver gets there in the next few minutes
we'll be fine as the programme is due to go up at 6.30 and that
should still give you time to get sorted when you arrive.'

'It will, but only if all the traffic lights are going our way.'

Fifteen more minutes went by before Izzie phoned again.

'Len, he can't find the golf club.'

'What a right Herbert!' was what I started out saying, but I'll
spare you the rest.

Apparently his instructions said Ash near Sevenoaks,
whereas the club is actually ten miles from the town, although
it is in the borough of Sevenoaks. Apparently the bloke had
been driving around Sevenoaks itself looking for the golf course.
He finally got to Ash at 5.30. He was stressed beyond belief, I'm
stressed even beyond that and I'm convinced my big break is
going to end before it's even started. I jumped in the car and
listened to ten minutes of an apology, while he was driving like
a ruddy nutcase. We finally arrived at the BBC at ten to seven,
the show having started without me, 10 minutes earlier.

Imagine the scene. I'd never really done any television and I
walked in – late – and there's Bruce Forsyth and Tess Daly and
everyone else. They whisked me on to the set and practically
shoved me into my seat. No one had had time to give me any
kind of brief and so I was blissfully unaware that there were no
professional dancers involved in this pilot. I had no idea what to
expect and when a young lad and girl come out who are
supposed to be doing a foxtrot I couldn't believe it. As they
finished Bruce said:

'We'll go over to our head judge, Len Goodman.'

No one had thought to tell me I'm the head judge: they had
just decided I was – I guess it was because I'm the oldest.

'Well, that was pretty good I thought, what do you think of
that foxtrot, Len?' says Bruce.

As usual I'm thinking of something positive to say. I was
somewhere between totally confused and in total shock. I was
even thinking, maybe this might become the disaster for dance
that I had thought it could be. As usual I found something positive
to say before giving them a bit of a roasting. Thankfully,
while the next couple were dancing, someone came over to tell
me that they are just people that work at the BBC; they must
have seen the look on my face. I managed to muddle through
and we finished at eight o'clock. Izzie and the Director wanted
a ten-minute chat and so my leaving for the Ivy was put back.
Fortunately, they told us that everything had gone off fine and
they were happy with what we'd done on the pilot. Despite all
the horrors of my getting to the studio and being late, they said
I'd done really well, so at least that put my mind partially at
rest. There was plenty to talk over with Sue during dinner was
all I kept thinking.


We finally left Wood Lane at 8.25 p.m. to drive over to the West
End and as soon as I got in the car I called Sue to say I was going
to be late. I was agitated, and upset, that she was having to sit
there alone waiting for me, but I was also thinking why the Ivy?
I'd been there many times, so for me it was no big deal. At the
same time I was excited that the pilot had gone well and things
had worked out despite all the earlier dramas, but I couldn't
help feeling more than a little frazzled.

When I walked into the Ivy I said, 'Hello, my name is Len
Goodman. I'm here to meet my partner, Sue.'

'Oh yes, Mr Goodman, she's upstairs.'

Now I knew that at one time there was a private dining room
upstairs, but before I could put my brain into gear Fernando,
the maître d', came over.

'Hello, Len, we've turned the function room into a bar, so
Sue's waiting for you up there.'

I walked up the stairs and into the room where an absolutely
marvellous scene confronted me. My closest friends and family
were waiting to greet me; they were all slightly the worse for
wear from having to wait for me to turn up. My friend Martin
Ling, who's in advertising, was there and he'd done life-size
posters of me, including bloody photos from when I was a baby.
Besides Martin, there were 11 of my closest friends, my son and
my step-mum, the only one of my older family that's still alive.
We had a three-piece band – piano, bass and drums – and
partied well into the night, singing and dancing. It was a brilliant
party and one of the most wonderful nights of my life; the
whole thing was just fantastic. The perfect finale to a slightly
less than perfect day.

Here I was, 60 years old and starting out on a whole new
adventure. Sitting there surrounded by my friends and family, I
suddenly thought about something my old dad used to say to
me.

'Work is only something you don't like doing.'

Well, I've been blessed because I've had a job I love, one that
I would have done even if I hadn't been paid.






Chapter One

Carry On Up the East End

I was very nearly born in Wales. I was also almost born in
Whitechapel, within the sound of Bow Bells, but ended up
being born in Kent, which will probably come as a bit of a
surprise to most people who assume from my accent that I'm a
Londoner. Well, I might not have been born one, but I was
certainly bred as one. My family were all typical East Enders from
a London that was very different from today, although in many
respects we were our very own soap opera. My family's world
was a two-up and two-down, an overcrowded house, lots of love
and laughter, but in the early years there was not a lot of money.

Sixty years before the dress run for Strictly Come Dancing
and my party at the Ivy, my family could scarcely have dreamed
of what would end up happening to me; to them it would have
been strictly unbelievable. Although they were Londoners they
came from a world that was as far from the glitz and the
glamour of television and the West End as is possible to imagine.
And while both my mum's and dad's families had lived in
London for generations, on Mum's side some of them came
from a little further east.

In wartime Britain most people had little or no time to think
about what the future might hold; they were too busy getting
by, concentrating on the day-to-day. My mother's thoughts, in
particular, were on the practical issue of where she was going
to have her baby. When she had a pre-natal check-up they
found that I was upside down or back to front, I'm not sure
which, but whatever it was I wasn't going to be an easy birth.
The doctor told Mum that she should go to Swansea to have
me. I know Swansea's even further from East London, but in
early 1944 Dad and Mum were living in the little village of
Felinfoel, about ten miles from RAF Pembrey, which is near
Llanelli in South Wales. My father was not serving in the military,
but he was an electrician working mostly at airfields,
maintaining the lights and other electrical equipment. His was
a reserved occupation, one that was considered vital in the
war effort, which is why he hadn't been called up into the
armed forces.

When Mum arrived at the hospital in Swansea there were no
beds available so they decided to send her to London by rail.
While she was on the train her waters broke, and so I was very
nearly born in a railway carriage. Just as Mum, with me inside
her, was leaving Swansea the last major Luftwaffe air-raid on
London took place. This was the tail end of what became
known as the 'Baby Blitz', Hitler's final attempt to bomb
Britain into submission. North-east London took the brunt of
the bombing on that raid and I assume because of the fear of
more raids, when Mum finally arrived at The London Hospital
in Whitechapel it was decided that it was safer to send her to
Kent, which is how come I ended up being born in
Farnborough on 25 April 1944.

Dad's name was Len Goodman and he was 30 when I was
born. My mum's name was Louisa, although everyone called
her Lou; she was three years older than my dad. Mum was an
Eldridge before she married Dad in 1935. My father had somewhat
appropriately met Mum at a dance. Mum was one of five
brothers and sisters who were all born in Bethnal Green; not
that it was that large a family for the time – my mum told me
about her Aunt Emma who had 26 kids. Mum's sisters were
Gladys and Ada and her brothers were my uncles, George and
Albert. My great-grandfather was of Polish origin and his name
was Sosnoski; the family came over to England some time in the
early part of the nineteenth century. The only thing I really
know about my great Granddad is what my nan told me.

  He got the sack from the water works

    for smoking his little cherry briar.

    The foreman said he'd have to go, Joe,

    cos he might set the water works on fire.

His daughter, my nan, Louisa Sosnoski, married my grandfather,
Albert Eldridge; he was a costermonger, which is what
street traders dealing in fruit and vegetables used to be called.
My granddad was a real-life 'barrow boy' and his stall was on
Bethnal Green Road.

Granddad Albert was a real character and taught me all sorts
of things; he had all sorts of homespun philosophies giving him
something of a unique take on life. One day, I must have been
about 11 or so, he said to me:

'Your money's like your willie – it only grows if you play with
it.'

For Granddad, playing with your money meant pawning his
gold watch every Monday morning for a couple of quid. He
would then go down to Spitalfields Market to buy whatever he
could get. It was always cheap stuff – vegetables or it might be
fruit that was not of the best quality – which he'd load on his
barrow, a flat thing with two big wheels. They needed those
barrows because all round Spitalfields Market there are cobbled
streets and they were the only things that could be wheeled
around easily. Once he got his barrow back home he'd sort
through what he'd managed to buy. Then he'd take his barrow
to his pitch in Bethnal Green market where it turned into his
stall – his was one of over 200; for six days a week this was his
routine.

Come Saturday night he would give my nan the money he had
made during the past week to keep the family fed in the coming
week. He always kept a little back so he could go down the
Beehive, his local, which was on the corner of Harold Street and
the Old Roman Road. It was a proper working man's pub – a spit
and sawdust – and Granddad never went anywhere else, nor did
other people; you stuck to your 'local'. There would always be
someone playing the old Joanna (piano) while men hung around
the dartboard having a game. Almost everyone smoked, mostly
roll-ups, so there was always a fug in the pub. Granddad always
kept enough money back to go and get his gold watch from the
pawnbrokers for Saturday night and Sunday. On Monday the
whole routine would start all over again.

Granddad would rope himself into his barrow, like a horse,
and pull it the mile and a half up to Bethnal Green Road from
Spitalfields. When I was about four or maybe five, just before I
went to school, I would often go with him when he went buying
his produce; it seemed like a real adventure to me. He would put
me on top of the barrow before pulling us back to his pitch in
the market. Every day on the way back from Spitalfields
Granddad always stopped at a café called Pellicci's so he could
have a cup of tea. It's still there: the café's interior is beautiful,
and the marquetry dates from the early twentieth century – it's
now a listed building; whenever I'm up that way I pop in for a
coffee and to reminisce.

One day a few years later, when I was about 12, Granddad
bought a load of celery, which was verging on being rotten –
costermongers called it 'melting', don't ask me why. The celery
always stuck in my mind because I was given the job of cleaning
it. First I had to put it into cold water to 'stiffen it up', then I'd
clean it up by cutting off all the brown smelly leaves and then
trim off any other rotten bits so we could sell it.

Dad's family came from Walthamstow and his dad's name
was James William Goodman. Because we lived with Mum's
parents I was much closer to her side of the family and know
much more about their family background. It's funny because
it's only when you come to do something like this, or when you
get older, that you start thinking about your own family history.
I've managed to trace my father's family back as far as the early
part of the nineteenth century when my great-great-grandfather
David Goodman was born in Trowbridge in Wiltshire; ironically,
given my love of shoes and dancing, he was a shoemaker.
David had moved to Islington by the time my great-grandfather
James was born. James married my great-grandmother Sarah in
Bedford in 1880 and two years later they had a daughter in
Aldershot and then my grandfather James William was born in,
of all places, Stirling Castle in Scotland. Not that the family had
suddenly shot up in the world, Great-granddad was a gunner in
the Royal Artillery and they were based there for a while. By the
time the twentieth century came around the family was back in
London living in Clifton Buildings in Bethnal Green. Greatgrandad
was an office messenger and my granddad was a
telegraph messenger. Granddad James married Grandma Clara,
who was a Spranton before their wedding.

After the war ended Dad, Mum and me lived with her
parents in their house in Harold Street, close to Bethnal Green
tube station. Recently I found out that Barbara Windsor's
grandfather also lived in Harold Street – it was a bit like 'Carry
On Up The East End'. Bethnal Green's other claim to fame is
that the Kray Twins lived and 'worked' there, but by the time
they became infamous we had moved away. The house in
Harold Street was a block end, beside a little alleyway that
everybody called 'Tight Passage'. You went up this passage, at
the side of our house, to our back entrance; unlike the other
houses down our street ours had a back yard – although it very
definitely wasn't a garden. Off the yard was a door that went
straight into the kitchen. From the kitchen there was a room
where they used to have the galvanised bath they placed in front
of the fire. Once a week my granddad sat in it for his weekly
wash. There was also a front room, which was only really used
once or twice a week, and that's where the piano stood. The
front room faced on to Harold Street; there was a front door
that opened straight on to the street. From the hallway you went
up the stairs to the three bedrooms. It was the poshest house in
Harold Street – which isn't saying a lot.

  In the back yard was an outhouse, but to me at five years old 
    it seemed more like a barn – in reality it was just a big shed. Inside 
    was an outside toilet – the only one we had; the whole family shared 
    it. We didn't have loo paper: we had bits of torn-up newspaper that was kept 
    on a spike. You had a read while you sat doing your business and if you came 
    across an interesting bit that you hadn't finished reading by the time you'd 
    finished, you put it back on the spike but behind loads of other bits so no 
    one else got to use it before you were back in there again. When I say the 
    whole family I mean Nan and Granddad; Mum and Dad; my uncles George and Albert 
    and my Aunt Ada. I never knew my Mum's sister Aunt Gladys because she married 
    Harry, a Canadian soldier, just after the war ended and they went to live 
    in Vancouver.

Years later my dad told me there was a lot of animosity
towards Jewish people before the war. My uncles George and
Albert were both members of Sir Oswald Mosley's Black Shirts;
they used to go off on marches with them and attend rallies.
There was a huge one in Bethnal Green in 1936 that they were
almost certainly at. By the time war broke out Mosley's party
was largely discredited but it didn't stop some people in the East
End retaliating against those that had supported his views. On
the day war broke out our house in Harold Street was attacked,
presumably because of my uncles' involvement with the Black
Shirts. It was only the fact that my dad was there at the time that
worse things didn't happen; he reckoned my uncles would have
been stoned to death. In the event, the air-raid sirens went off
and everyone cleared off. Even so every window in Harold
Street was broken, because most people in the street were
sympathetic to the Black Shirts. When George and Albert were
called up they wouldn't go to war: they said they were conscientious
objectors. Obviously some people said they were
cowards to which their answer was, 'No, you're cowards
because you don't want to go to war, but you ain't got the balls
to say I'm not fighting.' Whatever the whole truth, because I got
all of this second-hand from my dad, this was a big issue around
Harold Street; once the war got under way things settled down
as it became clear that there was a bigger threat.

Another thing I learned from my dad was about a tragedy
that hit Bethnal Green during the war. It was one of those events
that probably touched every family living in the area in one way
or another. It is known as the Bethnal Green tube disaster and it
occurred on 3 March 1943. It's a defining moment in the history
of the East End of London and it touched our family. In many
ways it represents the complete opposite of what happened at
the outbreak of war and the smashing of the windows in Harold
Street. This wasn't the East End divided; it was the East End
united in sorrow.

  Our family's connection to the disaster goes back to before 
    the war when my mum and dad were first married. Mum had two cousins, Harry 
    and Dickie Corbett, who had been boxing champions; Harry was the older of 
    the two, but Dickie the more successful. When Dickie won some money from the 
    fight game he opened a snooker hall in Bethnal Green Road, not far from where 
    Granddad had his stall. He put Harry in charge of the hall even though, or 
    perhaps because, he was a little punch-drunk from having taken too many beatings 
    while he had been fighting. Dickie would sometimes come round to the Harold 
    Street house where Dad and him would spar in the back yard. Now my dad was 
    my size, about 14 stone, six feet tall and he'd done a little bit of boxing, 
    although never professionally. Dickie on the other hand was a bantamweight, 
    who weighed about eight and a half stone; he also had a lisp. According to 
    my dad he packed the punch of a 20-stone man. His fists were lightning fast 
    and when he caught you with a punch you knew all about it.

My dad was mad on snooker so he would also see Dickie
sometimes up the hall. One day Dad was playing on a table with
a couple of mates when two spivs came in looking for a table.
They were big guys and dressed the part in camel coats and
trilby hats. Once they started playing they also started taking
the mickey out of Harry Corbett, who was small like Dickie.
They asked for a cup of tea and because Harry walked a little
funny they started telling him not to spill it. As time went along
they became even more ugly. Dad said he could see that things
could get out of hand but was worried about getting involved
because these two geezers looked pretty handy. Harry was obviously
getting fed up with it too, and when he was bringing over
another cup of tea he spilled some of it on one of the two spivs.
This sent them over the edge and they started to really have a go
at Harry. One of them said:

'I hear you used to be a fighter, bit effin' pathetic now, ain't
yer.'

With that the other spiv stuck up his fists as if to square up
to Harry. 'Come on, you stupid worthless git, show us what yer
made of.'

In an instant Harry went from being a shambling shadow of
a boxer to the real thing; his fists came up and he hit this guy
with such force that he literally did a somersault over the
snooker table, landing in a heap on the floor on the other side.
He was out cold; my dad said it was like something out of a
film.

Work began on Bethnal Green tube station in 1936 when the
Central line was been extended from Liverpool Street; when war
broke out the line was not quite finished. Throughout the Blitz
it was used as an air-raid shelter; inside were 5,000 bunks; in all
over 7,000 people could be accommodated in it. By March 1943
the bombing of London was not so intense, but after the RAF
had bombed Berlin on 1 March there was an expectation that
the Nazis would retaliate; when the sirens sounded two days
later there was little surprise. As they were wailing three buses
stopped and their full loads of passengers began hurrying for the
safety of the underground station shelter. Apparently as they did
a woman holding a baby fell down the stairs that led to the platforms,
a man tripped over her just as there was a shout from the
top of the stairs that bombs had started falling. At the same time
there was a deafening noise that was not actually a bomb
landing at all but a new kind of anti-aircraft gun that was firing
from close by. All this led to panic. There was pushing and
shoving and, with 300 or more people stuck in the stairwell, the
inevitable happened: people started to fall as more and more
people crammed into the confined space. When it was all over
101 adults and 62 children were dead from suffocation; 60
more people were taken to hospital. Dickie Corbett was one of
the dead. He had been called up during the war and joined the
army, but was home in Bethnal Green on leave. He left a wife
and three children, one of whom also became a professional
boxer – he was known as 'Harry Boy' – who also appeared in a
film called The Square Ring. Years later I found out from a lady
who is helping to raise money for a permanent memorial that
Dickie's real name was Richard Coleman, and it's that name
that will appear on the memorial.

By the time I was five years old the shed in our back yard also
housed a horse for a while. The horse was a sign of Granddad's
growing business empire. Soon after getting the horse Granddad
moved up in the world from being a costermonger to a real
greengrocer when he got a shop on Bethnal Green Road. Not
that he got rid of the stall; it was kept and my Aunt Ada and
Uncle Albert ran it.

Our back yard was integral to the running of Granddad's
business; the shed was always stacked full of potatoes, carrots
and beetroot or whatever other vegetables were in season.
Besides the shed there was one other thing out in the yard that
was vital to the running of the business: the beetroot boiler,
which provided me with one of my fondest memories of my
early years. My nan was in charge of the boiler. It looked a bit
like a cauldron or one of those old coppers that people used
for washing their clothes. By the time I was a little kid money
was a little easier than it had been before and during the war,
and so Granddad was able to buy a sack of beetroot every
Monday. It was my nan's chore to cook them in the back yard.
Underneath the copper was a large metal ring with eight
burners that was connected by a long pipe to the gas supply,
somewhere in the house. Besides cooking the beetroot in it
Nan also used it for doing the family's washing. As the water
was heating up, before she put the beetroot in it, Nan would
strip me off and put me in it while it was still tepid. She'd give
me a bloody good scrubbing down while I stood in the cauldron
– I must have looked a bit like a cannibal's lunch. After I
got out, the water was heated some more and then in would
go the beetroot for cooking. By then the water would have a
kind of scum floating on the top of it after the washing and
cooking had finished. I can honestly say I never did pee in it.
Customers always commented on how good Granddad's beetroot
tasted.

Probably one of the reasons the beetroot water is so
imbedded in my memory is because of what Nan used to do
while she was washing me – she would sing to me. They were
mostly silly little rhymes but they are etched on my mind:

  There's a man who came from Norway,

    shooting peas up a nanny goat's doorway. 

Another one was when she walked her fingers down my little
body, going,

  Eyes, nose, mouth, chin

    walking down to uncle Jim.

    Uncle Jim sells lemonade.

As she said this she'd wash my willie and then my bum:

  Round the corner sausages are made. 

Another like that was when she washed my chest, tummy and
willie while saying:

  Breast of mutton,

    belly of pork,

    vinegar bottle without a cork.

If I was naughty or played up, Nan was forever saying. 'You'll
have me in the workhouse if you're not careful.' She would say
this as a threat to persuade me to be good. By that time the
chances of such a thing had long gone but I'm sure that some
of my ancestors probably ended up in one. One day my nan
taught me a new rhyme.

  Mary where art thou,

    sitting on a dust pail,

    eating mouldy cheese.

    Along came a copper,

    hit him on the nopper

    made him shit brown cheese.

When I sang it to my mum – I was probably four – she said,
'Where did you learn that from?'

'Nan taught it me,' I replied.

That was it: they started on each other with Mum telling her
to stop teaching me things; Nan didn't, though.

  There was a little boy and his name was Lenny Good.

    His mummy gave him sixpence to go and buy some wood.

    Instead of buying wood he bought a little toy,

    wasn't little Lenny Good a very naughty boy?

Daft but lovely.

Granddad certainly knew his way around a pound note. Besides
the beetroot he had another good money-making idea for the
business, which was to make their own vinegar. In those days,
with no supermarkets, people bought vinegar from their local
greengrocer. Vinegar was in far greater use than it is today, as it
was an important preservative in the days before every home
had a fridge. Every greengrocer had these lovely little barrels
with a tap in the side from which they dispensed vinegar into the
bottles that customers brought in with them. Sarsons was the
main supplier of vinegar and Granddad thought that he could
make a bob or two if he could sell vinegar at a price that
undercut them. There was only one problem: he would have to
make it himself and he didn't have a recipe. From somewhere or
another he got hold of a formula for producing it and 'Eldridge
Vinegar' went into full-scale production – not quite as catchy as
Sarsons, I agree. I seem to remember it involved citric acid and
molasses amongst other things. The concoction permanently
fermented away in the back yard in a great big barrel, at the
bottom of which was a tap from which the smaller barrels were
filled and taken to the shop. The tap on the big barrel constantly
dripped, which meant that after a few months of making the
stuff there was a ruddy great hole in the concrete where the drip
landed. God knows what it was doing to people's stomachs, but
like the beetroot it seemed to go down very well with the
customers. My nan used it at home and it didn't seem to do us
any harm either.

There were no such things as sell-by dates and food hygiene
regulations in the post-war years. If it looked okay, and when
you sniffed it it smelled okay, it probably was okay – so you ate
it. After getting in from playing or coming home from school in
the afternoon I would usually have a slice of bread and jam, or
bread and dripping or, best of all, a sugar sandwich for my tea.
If it fell on the floor Mum or Nan would say:

'Go on, eat it up, Lenny, a bit of dirt'll do you no harm.' It
helped build your immune system – at least that was their
theory, although I'm sure neither of them knew what an
immune system was.

When I was a kid there was still rationing in effect even
though the war had ended. However, having lived through the
war the Eldridge clan, by this time, had become experts at
working the system. We were fortunate because there were deals
going on between all the traders – the greengrocers, the butchers
and the grocers – meaning they used to swap things that were
rationed. At the same time Granddad always made sure that
anything that was not saleable to the punters came home for us
to eat. They called slightly mouldy or damaged fruit and vegetables
'specks', originally costers' slang for a damaged orange that
ended up being applied to everything. If an apple or whatever
was bad you just cut away the damaged bit and ate the rest; that
way you avoided having a maggot.

In the midst of all the costermonger-ing and greengrocer-ing I
did go to school, but me and school never did mix that well. My
first exposure to education was Cranbrook School, which was a
funny place just a couple of streets away from Harold Street. It
was a four-storey building and the playground was on the roof –
it was all netted and fenced in to stop us falling off. The school's
no longer there but the building still is; it's been converted into a
block of flats. I first went to school in 1949 and during my first
few days there I remember a boy being sent home because he
didn't have any shoes to wear. Just like the school, Harold Street
is gone and in its place are several blocks of flats.

Having a shop as well as a barrow meant the family's fortune
started to
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