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About the Book

As ‘the voice of darts’, the inimitable Sid Waddell helped transform it from an unfashionable pub game to a massively successful international sport. Sid’s uninhibited enthusiasm, classical allusions and memorable one-liners endeared him to millions. His son Dan Waddell grew up in this smoky, boozy world and witnessed Sid’s turbulent journey from failed novelist and struggling TV producer to much-loved television personality.
 

We Had Some Laughs is Dan’s warm, moving and funny account of Sid’s colourful life and career, and a son’s memories of an unconventional dad. It is also a celebration of a way of life and a story of loss – of people, places and times now gone or changed for ever. But, most of all, it’s a story about fathers and sons, and the unshakeable bond between them. 
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In memory of much missed and loved ‘Waddlers’: Bob, Martha, Sid, Derrick and Robbie.
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Fires in the Sky

ONE OF MY clearest childhood memories is of the drive to Lynemouth. It felt like travelling back in time.

We would leave the suburban comforts of Pudsey, the West Yorkshire town where we lived, heading for the haven of my grandparents’ home. In contrast to the clichéd remembrance of things past, where days were endless and filled with sun, outside it always seemed to be cold and dark as we wound our way to the A1, my head leaning against the window as I watched the orange blur of streetlamps. I might have had a duvet or a pillow to encourage me to sleep. But I looked forward to the trip to Lynemouth for weeks beforehand and built it up so much in my mind that by the time we came to leave I could barely speak or eat. There was no chance of sleep.

Soon we’d be on the A1, and those streetlamps would be replaced by fires in the sky. Power stations, coal mines, the entire city of Middlesbrough, all belching out thrilling gusts of smoke and flames: the North was on fire. We passed Catterick, Scotch Corner, Stokesley, Darlington – prosaic places that were as thrilling to me as any exotic location on the map. By the time we reached the Tyne Tunnel, I would be barely able to contain myself. Two hours previously I had been in my bedroom. Now we were travelling under a river. Beyond it lay Newcastle, the promised land, and twenty miles further north, Lynemouth.

The A19 is no different to many other twisting, winding roads, but for us it was charged with excitement. By now it seemed as if the whole sky was ablaze. I would count down the roundabouts, the road signs, until the time came to take the right turn that led into Lynemouth. Another roundabout, past the vast Alcan works – more fire in the sky – through darkness and open land until the first streetlamp flickered into view.

The first landmark was the Welfare, a windswept patch of dog-shit-strewn greenbelt. Sid took my stepmother Irene there on her first visit to Lynemouth after a night in the pub. It was the place where my granddad had trained him to be a sprinter, and he was telling Irene stories as they walked on the muddy ground. Suddenly, he dropped into his starting position to show her how dynamic he was out of the blocks. After calling ‘Ready, Set, Go’, he rose into a wobbling sprint and pelted headfirst into an unseen cricket roller. With blood spurting from his head wound, they went back to my grandparents’ house to clean him up and assess the damage. As they walked in, my grandma took one look at my dad’s bloodied face and assumed he had been in a fight. Her face crumpled with rage.

‘Who did that, Sid?’ she demanded. ‘Who bloody did it?! Tell us, and I’ll go and throw a brick through their window.’

Once at the Welfare, we would swing right on to Bridge Road. To our left, the lights of the only pub in the village spilled across the street. A gigantic mock-Tudor building, it was called the Lynemouth Hotel but known universally as the ‘Hotel’. In a broad Geordie accent, this was pronounced ‘Hot-ell’. As a kid, I always thought it was called the ‘Hot L’ and wondered for hours about what the L might stand for: Lynemouth? Liquid? Love?

Once, though I’m sure it happened more often, the car stopped and my dad jumped out and went straight in for a pint. Even if we reached my grandparents’ house, it wouldn’t be long before he and Irene would be taking Martha, my grandmother, for a few neat gins, while I stayed at home with Bob.

Across the road from the Hot L, which I didn’t enter until I was fifteen, was the Miners’ Institute. Now that was my kind of place and my granddad’s too. Everyone there knew him. The next morning, once Irene and my dad had gone, leaving me for the week, I’d be in there with him. It was a long, uncomfortable walk for Bob, his lungs and heart weakened by years in the pit and even more years of Martha’s pies, pease pudding and chain-smoking. We’d stop at the old railway bridge so he could catch his breath, and he’d tip his flat cap back on his head to get some air on his face. Then we’d cross the road to the ‘Tute’.

As befitting a social club for working and retired miners, the Tute was a spartan place. Three rooms, a bar, an upstairs that held many mysteries, and four gleaming full-sized snooker tables – the reason we were there. My grandfather had been a good billiards player, and I showed an early interest in snooker. Often I was there during the Easter holidays, when the World Championship was on from the Crucible. We’d sit and watch it together on their black and white television (‘For those of you watching in black and white, the pink is next to the green . . .’). Because of this, my grandfather took it upon himself to teach me how to play snooker: the importance of a strong bridge, staying low over the cue, a smooth pull back and release, and the importance of not hitting the balls too hard. The last lesson I failed to learn – ‘You have the touch of a Nubian midwife,’ Sid once said about my impetuosity on the baize – but while I never made it to the Crucible, I do have my grandfather to thank for my mercurial talent at pool.

The walk to the Tute is one I can still make in my head now. When my first wife died in 2005, and I was a single parent wracked with grief and panic and doubt in the dead of night as my son slept softly in another room, I would calm myself by closing my eyes and making that walk. Across Dalton Avenue, through the ginnel, past the doctor’s, the chapel, across the road to the bridge, a short pause, then on to the Tute.

As the car passed the Hot L and the Tute, the road veered to the left. Then came a sharp right turn at the garage where my auntie Gladys worked, which was flanked by a small parade of shops: the Chinese takeaway, from where my dad, on his way back from the Hot L, would occasionally buy us supper – ‘What have you got?’ I’d ask, as my granddad turned his nose up at the presence of ‘foreign muck’ in his house. Without fail my dad would break into a chorus of ‘They tried to sell us egg foo yung’ to the tune of Nat King Cole’s ‘They Tried To Tell Us We’re Too Young’, starting Martha’s infectious, smoky, rumbling laugh; the butcher’s, where Martha bought Bob the best fillet steak, purely on health grounds; the Co-op, which seemed to sell anything and everything, though not, funnily enough, the bubble for a spirit level that my uncle Derrick once sent me to buy.

Then, just before the Pakistani shop where Martha sent me to buy her fags when I was deemed old enough – eight, I think – we turned left on to Dalton Avenue. By now my throat would be so tight and dry from excitement I’d be unable to speak. We would pull up and I’d leap out. The air was so thick with the smoke from a thousand chimneys you could almost taste it. Even now, the merest whiff of coal smoke transports me back to Lynemouth and the days of my youth. At night the air was hazy, smearing the amber glow of the streetlights. I loved it; Sid didn’t. He had a weak chest and was mildly asthmatic. A few seconds of the Lynemouth air of his youth and he was a coughing, spluttering mess.

By the time I’d reach the gate and the long path beyond it, my grandfather would be in the doorway. They didn’t own a phone, so how he knew what time we were leaving and when to expect us was a mystery. It was as if he recognized the sound of the engine.

Outside, it was always cold; Lynemouth was only a mile or so from the sea, and the nagging east wind that blew in could rattle the bones of the Michelin Man. Inside, in my grandparents’ front room, it was always roasting hot. The fire blazed, lovingly tended all day by Bob and topped up with plentiful free coal that was the reward for his services to the Ellington Colliery. Martha would smother me with nicotine kisses, and a pie or a stew or some broth on the hob would add to the fug. After three hours in a car, I’d always need the toilet, which was a freezing walk across the back yard.

It seemed as if the modern world had ceased to exist.

Rooney

MY FATHER SID Waddell died on 11 August 2012, the day after he turned seventy-two. I had been in the North at his bedside for a week before he died. Two days later, I returned to London and my wife Seema, my stepdaughter Maya and my sons, Dougie and Vinnie. My eldest son Dougie had been closest to Sid, particularly since the death of his mum a month before his third birthday, after which my dad and Irene, my stepmother, helped me pick up the pieces. He had known his granddad was ill, and I had told him before I left that Sid would die soon. By the time I got back on that evening of the 14th, Dougie was waiting for me, and we talked and shared some memories of him.

There was a wave of publicity following the announcement of Sid’s death, and we all followed it with some disbelief. Seema bought the many newspapers that carried obituaries about him, tabloid and broadsheet, and Dougie, only nine but a good reader, read them and watched some of the tributes on television. He’d always seen my dad as Granddad, not ‘Sid Waddell, darts commentator’. He knew he did the darts, and he watched it occasionally, and he was also aware he had gained some fame for the funny things he said, but, as for the rest of us, the reaction his death provoked bewildered him.

That said, Dougie was less impressed with the acres of eulogies in the broadsheets than I was. But one tribute in particular had caught his attention, and he was keen to talk to me about it.

‘Why did Wayne Rooney tweet about Granddad?’

Dougie is football mad. He found Rooney’s tribute the most impressive by far. ‘Sad news to hear about Sid Waddell. Made darts so much better to watch. He will be missed. Legend. RIP Sid.’

‘Did he know him?’

‘I don’t think they ever met,’ I replied.

‘Then why did he say he was a legend?’

‘Granddad was . . .’ I stopped.

How could I explain? How do I begin to tell the story of someone born in a tiny pit village in the North-East, the son of a miner, whose brilliant mind allowed him to escape the pit and gain a scholarship to grammar school, who went to Cambridge, wound up in television and, after a series of bizarre episodes, ended up commentating on a new sport that some people didn’t consider a sport, forged himself a career by inventing a unique language of commentary, just as that sport which some people didn’t think was a real sport took off, and who became a cult hero and finally a real hero to the point that when he died people who liked and loved him did nothing but swap his most quotable pieces of commentary? It’s a sequence of events that could never happen again. A story so incredible that if you put it in a novel no one would believe it. Not least because pit villages and scholarships don’t exist any more, and the only people who commentate on any sport these days are ex-pros or jobbing journos, not eccentric Geordie scholarship boys with heads filled with books and movies and facts, with minds as nimble as a Derby winner (‘or a mind quicker than Lee Van Cleef on the draw’, as Sid might have said).

‘I’d need to write you a book,’ I said eventually.

Howard the Duck

FOLLOWING THE BREAKDOWN of my parents’ marriage when I was three, my three elder sisters and I ended up living with my dad and my stepmother Irene. But while I was growing up, I saw little of my dad during the week. He rose early to commute to Manchester and left before I woke, and he often came home after I had gone to bed. As Irene also worked long hours, over the years we were looked after by a combination of childminders and Irene’s mother, Nancy. Sometimes it was left to my oldest sister Lucy or stepbrother Nick to ensure we were fed, if a diet of turkey burgers, crispy pancakes and potato waffles could be called feeding.

However, I occasionally presented a problem. One day with no school, Irene filming and no childminder available, the only option for me was to accompany Sid to the BBC in Manchester. At Leeds station, my dad led me into WHSmith so he could buy a newspaper and a sausage roll, and I was allowed to get something to distract me for the trip over the Pennines.

I selected a comic, he bought it, we boarded the train and set off. My dad buried himself in his newspaper, me in my comic. Instantly, I had a question.

‘What is the duck doing to the lady?’

My dad looked over. Howard the Duck, for it was he, was mounting a naked woman with enormous breasts.

‘Playing,’ my dad said, and confiscated the magazine.

I was four.

Clever Clogs

SID WAS A self-confessed big-head and the source of that cockiness was his upbringing. Though he was born into spit and coal dust, he was lavished with the sort of attention earls and barons would die for. There was no television, telephone, indoor toilet or central heating, but there was, as he would tell it, laughter, love and sacrifice.

My grandfather Bob was one of twelve children. The Waddells were descended from a long line of miners, and he and most of his brothers and cousins went down the pit. He worked at Ellington Colliery, and much of his forty-seven years of service was spent a mile or more beneath the freezing North Sea, first hewing coal and then undertaking the perilous job of drawing down the props and roof supports after the seam had been mined.

Bob worked with Oliver Kilbourn, one of the Pitmen Painters, the first group of artists to accurately depict the cramped, torchlit world of the miner. One of his works is of two drawers in action. One sits, the other kneels, the roof above them inches from their heads, the only light coming from the torch beams on their helmets, while all that protects them from the crushing weight of the North Sea above are the wooden chocks they are bringing down. The claustrophobia is nightmarish. Bob and his mates worked in constant danger of a collapse or a cave-in, of being buried alive or the mercifully swift alternative of being drowned or crushed to death.

Whenever I stayed with Bob as a young boy, I shared a bed with him. Years of early rising and backbreaking labour had ingrained in him the habit of an early night, while my grandmother Martha was a night owl, smoking ‘tabs’ and watching TV until the wee small hours when she came and slept on a single bed beside us, nicknamed the ‘shakey doon’.

There in the dark, while I was pinned under a million bedsheets that felt as heavy as the North Sea, my grandfather told story after story. Usually of his childhood or his treasured childhood Bedlington terrier, Swank, or tales of Sid as a young man. But he never spoke about life down the pit, and I never dared to ask. It was as if he had cast it from his memory: that seam had been mined, and he had drawn down the metaphorical supports.

He was taciturn, with a sense of humour so dry it barely existed. In contrast, Martha was emotional and talkative, with eyes and face wrinkled and creviced from years of smoking and laughing. The Waddells were dour folk from the Scottish Borders, sober and thrifty; Martha’s family, the Smiths, were of Irish descent, boozy and gobby. The exception was Mary-Jane, Martha’s almost comically stern mother, who smoked a clay pipe and invoked the Lord. I have one memory of her and it’s of being splashed with holy water, as if I was unclean.

There is a hilarious family photograph taken on my uncle Derrick’s wedding day in the front parlour of Dalton Avenue, Lynemouth, in front of polished clocks and plates. There’s my grandfather, wiry, looking happy; the groom-to-be with a cheeky smile as white as the carnation in his buttonhole; his best man on his knees in front, looking for all the world like a sixties footballer who’s just stumbled past. Martha is the centre of the photo in every sense, head turned coquettishly to one side, heavily made-up, pearl necklace hanging low, chuffed as anything that her youngest has found someone sweet yet sane enough to marry. Her hands rest on her oil-anointed golden bollocks himself, a rakish-looking Sid bearing sideburns as voluminous as his overcoat. The whole photograph is suffused with so much joy you can almost smell the bonhomie and booze.

With one exception: to one side, half-turned away from the others, stands Mary-Jane, her grey, wintry presence like those spectral figures that are claimed to be ghosts in the background of old photographs. Her pursed lips could not provide a greater contrast to the broad beams of the others, while her eyes bore into the camera lens. Those viewing the picture are left in no doubt that Mary-Jane believed, wedding day or not, that the devil’s work was afoot.

She cast a foreboding shadow over Sid’s early life, much of which was spent shuttling back and forth on the thirty-mile bus ride between Ellington, their first home until the move to Lynemouth, and Alnwick, where Mary-Jane’s Irish ancestors had settled after fleeing the famine. At Mary-Jane’s behest, he went to a convent every Saturday morning to be tutored in the catechism by a formidable nun. It proved to be such a traumatizing and tedious experience that when he was finally released from the shackles of worship he barely set foot in a church again, even if he found Catholic guilt harder to divest.

Mary-Jane had desperately wanted him to enter the priesthood. My uncle Derrick and I once joked at the World Darts Championship, as my dad danced around wearing only his baggy Y-fronts, pissed as a fart, while the audience hollered with delight, that this ambition had always been unrealistic.

[image: image]

All the Waddells I met were cut from a similar cloth to Bob: upright, clean-living and sensible. The Smiths were the opposite, not least Martha’s brother Sam, my father’s boyhood hero. I have no memories of him, but the stories are legion. He was a broad, strapping soldier who spent four years interned in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp.

Whether it was his experiences in the war or a natural weakness for the hard stuff, he had a thirst that would make the ocean proud. Sid was always fond of telling the story of how he was struck down by a childhood bout of pneumonia and refused to take his medication, the pills being the size of horse tablets. Martha hit upon the wheeze of asking Sam to pretend to take one, hoping her son would follow. Sam, merry after a lunchtime session at the Lynemouth Social Club, agreed and faked taking a pill. Sid dutifully took his. Five minutes later, Sam fell off his chair and collapsed on the floor. He’d actually swallowed the pill, which had mingled with a bellyful of booze and floored him.

Martha idolized Sam too, which might explain why she never frowned upon drunkenness. Unlike Bob, who would shake his head whenever Derrick or Sid staggered back in from the pub and take to his bed in disgust, Martha would have a roasted chicken ready, which they’d sit on the floor to strip away from its carcass, a far cry from the milk and biscuits I might be allowed for supper at home. Martha liked nothing more than a few hours at the pub, dressed to the nines, necking neat gins; Bob wouldn’t be seen dead anywhere near it except on special occasions. Martha smoked a string of tabs, her face permanently enveloped in a fog of smoke. As a boy, I would sit on the sofa beside her as she talked – and how she loved to talk – mesmerized by the growing column of ash at the end of her cig. It would start to droop, and still she did not react, take a drag or tap it. The tension became unbearable: it must fall! But as it started to sag and crumble, she would flick it into an ashtray without even looking or breaking off her sentence. As I recall, her record was one cigarette but only two drags during a particularly heated exchange of gossip with her friend Jean. Once one was stubbed out, she sparked up another.

Bob spoke only when necessary. When he did, it was hard to understand him. He spoke pitmatic, the dialect of the North-Eastern miner. I was twelve before I was able to understand him properly, and that was when he was speaking directly to me. If he was speaking to fellow Geordies, he was incomprehensible. It was a language of its own: ‘wor’ meant ‘our’; ‘sharp’ meant ‘early’; ‘clarts’ meant ‘dirt’; ‘hoy’ was ‘throw’; ‘champion’ meant ‘great’; people didn’t arrive, they ‘landed’; you didn’t go and find someone, you went out ‘seeking’ them; and everyone, male or female, was called ‘man’. ‘What the hell ye deein, woman, man?’ I once heard him ask my grandmother. Sid briefly nicknamed him Elvis because of how he pronounced ‘always’. ‘I elvis have steak on a Friday’ or ‘Wor Sid is elvis takin’ the piss.’

Bob read his newspaper, watched the television or tended the vegetables in his garden. Martha went on at least three shopping trips a day, usually to hunt down people to speak to. I stayed behind with Bob. I was more attached to him, talking snooker, sport, anything. But as I grew older, I spent more time with Martha, going with her to church, helping to carry her bags back from the shop, having my hair ruffled by strangers. By the time I was ten or eleven, I’d stay up and watch TV with her, inviting a forlorn, scorned look from my granddad as he went to bed at his usual time.
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Sid was a prodigy. Martha and Bob, both sharp as tacks but neither of them academically inclined or readers of anything other than newspapers, must have wondered from which planet he had beamed down. Martha said he was able to imitate the sound of a ticking clock when he was six months old. By the age of three, Bob said, he was doing note-perfect impressions of Winston Churchill. ‘More ships, more guns, more tatty peelings for Auntie Babs’ pigs.’ When I knew her, Auntie Babs was a formidable old woman with horn-rimmed glasses and a fondness for handing out biscuits and cracking out farts when she rose from the sofa. She married the delightfully named Jack Snowball.

Sid was reading fluently by the age of four, and his first school report was so good that my grandparents spent half of Bob’s weekly wage on a proper scholar’s desk, inkwells, lid and all, which made Sid cry with as much delight as a new bike. Thus a pattern was set. Nothing was spared for Wor Sidney Clever Clogs. Bob took on increasingly onerous and dangerous jobs in the pit for better money, while Martha took on cleaning jobs, all to ensure their gifted son never went without. Their priority, a creed as far as Bob was concerned, was that none of his kids would ever work down the pit. He didn’t want them to spend their lives down there in the dark, with its ever-present dangers. To that end, all was sacrificed.

Sid continued to sail through school. The key to his academic prowess was a photographic memory. Whatever he read, he was able to recall. He never lost this skill, and it would play a significant part in his later success as a darts commentator. Almost every book he read, he could recall great swathes of, and he was as voracious a reader as anyone I’ve ever met. Even though I can’t remember seeing a single book in my grandparents’ house that wasn’t written by Sid, he immersed himself in literature from the time he could read. He read stories of high adventure – H. Rider Haggard, Mark Twain and Robert Louis Stevenson were firm favourites – but also Boy’s Own comics such as The Wizard and The Hotspur. He also buried his head in children’s encyclopaedias, reading about Napoleon, Julius Caesar, Boadicea and other historical figures, as well as the mating rituals of butterflies and foreign currencies and stamps. He absorbed information like others drew breath.

At school, all this reading and easy recall meant exams were a cinch. He was asked to sit the Eleven-plus and passed easily, earning a scholarship to the King Edward VI Grammar School. By this time he had a brother, Derrick, smaller, scrawnier but with the same shock of dark-brown curly hair as Martha and Sid. Unlike Sid, Derrick was no bookish swot and never would be. He was mischievous, irresponsible and prone to all manner of mishaps and scrapes. He was funny and as quick-tongued as his older brother but had none of Sid’s educational acumen and precociousness. He once briefly ran away from home when he was seven. ‘Mum, Dad and Sid are all bigs,’ he wrote on his leaving note. On his return, he was chided more for confusing a ‘b’ with a ‘p’ than for taking flight.

Derrick was eight years younger than Sid, and it often fell to my dad to keep an eye on him. One time they went to the cinema to watch a science fiction movie. Derrick became scared and started to hide. By the time the film finished, his head was on the floor and his feet were in the air. When the house lights came up it was to reveal that Derrick’s curls were glued to the floor with chewing gum. He could only be released when the usherette chopped off a lock of hair with a pair of scissors.

Even worse for Derrick and his chances of growing up outside Sid’s capacious shadow, my dad also turned out to be a talented sportsman when he went to the grammar school. He was a fast runner and under my granddad’s tutelage became even faster. Sid was brimful of stories of Bob’s unique training methods. One involved him eating dried manure, but that could literally have been horseshit. More convincing were the stories of how Bob made him drink homemade protein shakes of raw eggs and milk to bolster his scrawny frame. Bob would arrive home exhausted from the pit, but rather than slump on the sofa, after eating they would go to the Welfare, where my dad would practise start after start. The hard work paid off: Sid won race after race and made the county team, culminating in the All England Schools under-17s 100 yards final in Southampton. He finished fourth but always cursed the rain and wet grass and his fear of slipping, which forced him to freeze in the blocks and denied him his usual dynamic start.

He also excelled on the rugby pitch. King Edward’s was a rugby school, and his speed and handling skills soon earned him a place in the first team and then in the county side. But while his athleticism suited rugby, his skinny body didn’t. He suffered a broken jaw that meant he could only drink Martha’s leek broth for sustenance for seven weeks. I remember as a kid him telling me to put my hand on his jaw as he rolled his mouth; there was a click, the legacy of it colliding with the meaty knee of an opposition forward. The same with the clunk in his shoulder blade that accompanied a roll of the right shoulder: a consequence of a dislocation. There was another grisly story to accompany that injury, told with lip-smacking relish: as he writhed on the floor in pain, his shoulder out of its socket, a doctor ran on to the pitch claiming he knew how to push it back in. Unfortunately, it turned out he was not a doctor, and, Sid would say, face crumpling in recollected agony, ‘The daft bastard pushed my shoulder the wrong way!’ A broken ankle was the final straw for Martha, who threw his rugby boots on the fire.

Off the sports pitch, Sid was marked down as Oxbridge material when he was fifteen by the new headmaster, himself a Cambridge man. This was sweet music to Martha and Bob, who by now had sacrificed their roomy bungalow in Ellington to move into a smaller colliery house, with free rent and rates, in order to save money to spend on Sid and Derrick’s education. It meant the two boys sharing a bed and a much smaller room, and forgoing the luxury of an indoor toilet, but it would all be worth it if neither went down the pit. That was always a possibility for Derrick but not for smart-arse Sid, twice winner of the Clerk to the Governors’ Prize for English Verse. Some old school magazines give a hint of his precocity and reveal a few surprises – not least that as a member of the sixth form society ‘with the assistance of several slides, [he] gave a talk on French painting in the nineteenth century’. It marks a) my father’s one and only disquisition on art and b) the slide machine as the first and last piece of technical equipment he ever mastered.

By the summer of 1958, he had gained four A levels and earned a state scholarship. That autumn he returned for a third year of sixth form at King Edward’s, cloistered in a class of his own to prepare for the Cambridge entrance exam (an earlier encounter with some fearsome dons in an interview had put him off Oxford for life), which he passed. He was off to Cambridge to read for a degree in History, swapping the pit head and smoke for St John’s College and another world.

Raquel Welch

‘DAD?’

‘Yes, kid?’

‘Who’s Raquel Welch?’

I can’t remember why I was asking him this. Perhaps I had watched her on TV or seen something on the news or in the newspapers, even though my interest was solely confined to the football pages.

‘An actress.’ He was sat in the back room of our first house in Pudsey, buried in his book. I think it was Sharky’s Machine by William Diehl.

‘Is she famous?’

‘Very,’ he replied.

‘Why?’

He took a deep breath and put his book face down on his lap. He looked past me, as if deep in thought.

‘She . . .’ He started to speak but paused. He lifted both his hands in front of his chest, as if cupping two enormous melons. ‘She has . . .’ He paused again, looking down at his hands . . . ‘Arthritis in her hands.’

I was seven years old.

The Mighty Sid

IT BECAME A family joke that whenever Sid was interviewed by a national newspaper, or on radio or TV, his interrogator would always mention the ‘little-known fact’ – or words to that effect – that he went to Cambridge University. We laughed because it was the one thing Sid always mentioned in every interview, so how it was supposed to be a secret baffled us. It was repeated so often by him and others that there must have been remote tribes as yet unexposed to the Western world who knew Sid Waddell had a Cambridge degree. He even worked a mention into a speech at my sister’s wedding.

Cambridge transformed and made him: his bridge between the smoke and coal dust of Lynemouth and the rapidly changing world of late-1950s England. Though he had travelled there before to sit the exam and interview, I often wondered what it was like for him on the day he left: leaving a close-knit home and community where he was the star, with his mates all from a similar background, to go to Cambridge and mix with a group of equally clever men and women, all from very different backgrounds to him, a gauche miner’s son with a funny accent. How did it feel to wave goodbye to Bob and Martha at Newcastle station, to watch them disappear into the smoke as the train pulled away and over the Tyne, not knowing what he was letting himself in for? ‘You must have been plagued with doubt and anxiety,’ I once asked him.

He shrugged. ‘Not really, kidda. I was a cocky little sod.’

According to Sid, his only concern was his virginity. Mary-Jane’s papal instruction had left him with a sense of fear and guilt about sex. One, it has to be said, he would soon overcome.

I’m not sure I ever believed him about not being intimidated or nervous about leaving for Cambridge. Either the experience was so traumatic he had buried it, or he really was an incorrigible big-head who wasn’t fazed by the prospect. The truth probably lay somewhere
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