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INTRODUCTION

Most people probably dont know about my car obsession, but its quite serious, and Ive had it a long time. From my earliest memory, my life has been dedicated to the pursuit of two passions  cooking and motors. To be honest, I cant remember which came first; the two have always gone hand in hand. As a kid, I was either helping out in the kitchens of Castle Howard, where my father was catering manager, or driving a tractor around the fields of our farm. If I wasnt flambing chicken livers at catering college, I was circling Golf GTis in AutoTrader and dreaming of Ferraris. And if I wasnt working 18-hour shifts in some of the most punishing kitchens in London, I was spending what little Id earned on some ridiculous kit car with no roof and big shiny exhaust pipes. Every job Ive ever had has been to finance wheels of some description. I know that most people associate me with cooking, but for people who really know me, cars are probably the first thing that spring to mind. Put it this way: Ive got a beautiful big kitchen at home, but my garages, all three of them, are more impressive. My whole life has been wrapped up with cars in some way. Knowing that, its easier to understand why this has been one of the most monumental years of my life. This year has seen the realisation of one of my dreams. This year I took part in the worlds ultimate road race.

I was just 22 when I first heard of the Mille Miglia road race, a 1,000 mile rally through the medieval streets and squares of Italy, from Brescia to Rome and back again. At the time, I was head chef at the Hotel Du Vin in Winchester and was constantly surrounded by mega-rich people with mega-money cars. Id just acquired a fantastic little two-seater kit car of my own, so when I overheard talk about a world-famous classic car race, my ears pricked up. Not long after, I came across an article about it and from there I was hooked.

Enzo Ferrari called it the worlds greatest road race. Only in Italy would they allow three hundred vintage sports cars to drive at breakneck speeds on public roads, competing against one another and against the clock, cheered on by women, children, young men, old men, local mayors and the police. Its fast, loud and dangerous, and utterly intoxicating. I read about the Mille Miglias glory days when Juan Manuel Fangio and Stirling Moss battled it out, Moss ultimately claiming triumph in 1955 in his legendary Mercedes-Benz 300slr, completing the race in a staggering 10 hours 7 minutes and 48 seconds. I read about the horrific accidents, including the one that killed twelve spectators in 1957 and led to the annual event being scrapped on grounds of safety. Then I read about the races 1982 revival as an historic rally for vintage cars, a time trial rather than an out-and-out race. I wanted to go and see all the incredible machines, to hear the noise and feel the excitement. Right then and there I promised myself that one day, if it was the last thing I did, I would go and watch the Mille Miglia.

I never in my wildest dreams thought Id actually get to drive in the thing. That seemed such an impossibility that it wasnt even an ambition. Back in its heyday, if you were able to get hold of a car and some petrol, you could be out there going wheel to wheel with Moss and Fangio. Technically, its still open to anyone. Every year roughly two thousand people apply to take part in the race. Only around 350 are chosen, and its all based on the eligibility of the car. You cant buy or muscle your way into the Mille Miglia, you have to be invited once youve applied. On the upside, that means its not full of rich brats and yuppies with too much money and no idea of style and sophistication. On the downside you need bags of money, because eligible cars dont come cheap, and neither does getting them to the start ramp.

Fast-forward to 2005 and I was at the BBC to talk about a new cooking series. We were trying to brainstorm ideas but not coming up with anything. As an aside I mentioned the forthcoming Mille Miglia and how I would love to go to watch it because I was nuts about cars. Suddenly everyone in the room perked up and wanted to know more about the race and my car collection. They asked me to write a proposal for a programme based around my actually doing the race.

I had no idea what the proposal should look like, so I got in touch with a producer I knew. He said that the best thing to do wasnt to try to put the race on paper, but to put it on film, to make a mini pilot so the BBC could get a feel for the cars, the places, the event. So two weeks later, there I was, standing next to the start ramp in Brescia, a camera in my face, shouting above the roar of an Alfa Romeo revving up behind me, Forget Monaco, forget Formula One, this is the most amazing race in the world, the Mille Miglia, and next year Im going to do it.

A week after they got the pilot, the BBC came back with a yes. And that was it. I was doing the Mille Miglia. Not that any of us  me, the production company, the BBC  had even the first clue how to go about it. Production hired someone to sort out the logistics of the race, the application process, and everything related to the organisation of the race itself. The BBC set a budget but it was barely enough to cover the camera crew and the editing, so the car and a co-driver were most definitely going to have to come out of my own pocket. In fact, money got so tight so quickly that when it became clear I was going to have to hire support mechanics too and pay for their transport, food and accommodation I struck a deal with the producer. I said, Ill waive my fee if you pay for the support team. He agreed, no doubt thinking he was getting the better deal, but for once being paid nothing really did make sound financial sense. Not that earning nothing and borrowing vast sums of money to pay for cars I really cant afford was anything new to me. Throughout my life Ive seemed to make a habit of it, though Ive never once had any regrets.

There were moments when I wasnt convinced I was ever going to make it to the start line. At one point my car, a bright red 1948 Maserati A6GCS, one of only three made that year by the legendary Italian car manufacturer, looked worryingly like a two-year-olds Lego set, i.e. in pieces, and lots of them. The bills for repair were adding up and the loan I took out in the first place to cover buying the car and getting it into the race was already bigger than the mortgage on my house. At one point the loan repayments alone were more than I used to earn in a year at Hotel Du Vin, when I first read about the race. But if its your dream, youve got to do it, right? For once, I actually agree with my dad, who always used to say that anything in life is possible, it just depends whether youre prepared to work hard enough for it. And Id worked hard for this. Id spent my whole life working towards this point, absorbing everything there was to know about cars, hurtling through my life on four wheels and using all my hard-earned cash to fuel my passion. And now I can truly say that nothing comes close to the noise of thousands of over-excited Italians screaming and cheering as the cars throttle down the famous start ramp and charge off into the night, down the narrowest of cobbled streets, made narrower by the devoted crowds that line the way from start to finish  and this being Italy, there are no barriers separating cars and spectators; they dont even close the roads for it. Its the biggest collection of classic cars youll ever see, not sitting in a museum gathering dust but out on the road doing what they were built for. This three-day test of skill, stamina and decades-old metalwork is the ultimate adventure for any car fanatic. And Im utterly proud that Ive been a part of it.

Cars and food might not be an obvious combination to most people, but to me it all makes perfect sense. One just always seems to lead to the other and, as youll see, Ive gone to ridiculous lengths for both. So while it may come as a surprise to hear me raving on about vintage cars and Italian rallies, rather than celeriac mash and spun sugar, you should know that every memory of every job, pay packet, place and person I can think of comes with a make and model number attached. Looking back, its easy to see how everything Ive ever done has been leading me unswervingly to the start line of the worlds most famous road race. I hope the stories that follow will show you why entering the Mille Miglia has meant so much to me, and that youll enjoy reading about some of the best moments of my life.
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SKATEBOARDING AROUND THE KITCHEN TABLE

It all started when I was seven years old. I was skateboarding around the kitchen table. I remember going round and round. I couldnt get enough of the speed, the challenge, the skill, the going round and round.

We lived in an old farmhouse with a big kitchen which was always at the centre of everything. The kitchen was the hub of the family as well as the house. It was all pine inside, with a huge dresser, a big old butlers sink and a big round pine table with pine chairs. The table sat ten and was always busy. People didnt knock on the door of our house, they just walked straight into the kitchen and made themselves at home. It was a lovely place to be. Thats where my love of food started. If my mum wasnt cooking, my dad was. Mealtimes were a big deal in our house, and Sunday lunch was the most important. The table would be packed for it. My grandparents would be there, my mum, my dad, my sister, my aunty, and me, on my skateboard.

As well as the big pine table, the other important feature of the kitchen was a big old Aga with a metal towel rail on the front of it. If you pulled on the towel rail quickly enough while stood on a skateboard, you could launch yourself with enough force to ride almost all the way round the kitchen table. What made the kitchen particularly suitable for skateboarding, though, was the floor. It had these cork tiles which with hindsight were horrible but at the time were perfect for skateboarding on. Ceramic tiles or lino would have been lethal: one pull on the Aga towel rail and youd have been off with a broken neck. But the cork tiles, designed to stop nasty slips while holding a boiling pan, gave all the grip you needed for a successful run around the kitchen table.

Skateboarding was the in thing at the time. Me and my mates were all into it, but me being me I couldnt just have a normal skateboard. Firstly, I was very particular about which one I had. If I asked for a skateboard for Christmas I was very specific. Normal kids would write in their letter, Dear Santa, please bring me a skateboard; I would write, Dear Santa, please bring me a skateboard, model XT47, blue, available from Halfords, priced 14.99. That way Id be sure I was getting the right one. And it had to be the right one. I didnt want a red one or a black one or a yellow one, I wanted a blue one. I didnt want an XT20 or an XT40, it had to be the XT47. And if my granny asked my mum what I wanted, there was always the outfit to go with it. I had the full gear  the knee pads, the arm pads, the helmet.

Our little farming village had never seen anything like it. I looked a right pillock going down the road, slowly, on my skateboard dressed head to toe in all the get-up. I dont think any of the other kids in the village had seen anything like it either. Me and my best mate David Coates used to skateboard together, but his wasnt as good as mine because he would just write skateboard on his list for Santa. David used to be way better than me at almost everything we did, but he never quite had the right gear. He may have been better at sport than me, but he never looked quite as good doing it. Yes, there was intense competition to have the best skateboard, the coolest BMX. It was like real life Top Trumps back then. It still is now, only with Ferraris.

Getting the right board and outfit was only the start of it though. I could never leave it as the standard board everyone else had, I had to trick mine. Its always been the way, no matter what Ive owned: Ive got to modify it, make it better. So every penny of the pocket money I used to earn mowing the lawns, doing a bit of gardening or helping out on the farm mucking out the pigs went on improvements.

We werent proper farmers, of course. With my dads catering manager post at Castle Howard came a house and some land which was pretty much useless for anything other than farming, so at various times we had pigs, cattle and chickens which me and my sister Charlotte, whos a year younger than me, used to help out with. It wasnt highly paid work  we were only seven and six  so when you spent you had to spend wisely. At the corner shop my 50p pay would buy me a Coke and a Mars bar (twice) and a handful of Floral gums. I hated Floral gums. They were, and still are, disgusting. They tasted like soap, but they were the only sweets my sister didnt like, which made them good value. Shed have all the good sweets, which Id nick off her; Id have all the crap ones, which she wouldnt come near. They might not have been pleasant, but they made the most of the money.

With only limited funds and a standard skateboard in need of improvement, some particularly creative thinking was required. I could work all year and I still wouldnt be able to afford the proper (and eye-wateringly expensive) foot grips they sold in Halfords, so I cut two feet-shaped pieces out of some sandpaper in my dads shed and glued them to the top of my board with UHU. Careful saving of my hard-earned fifties meant I could just about afford the four new wheels I wanted  one red, two white, one blue  and, most important of all, the special tricked-out ball bearings required to do all the proper stunts. The only problem was, I couldnt ride the bloody thing. I could barely stand up on it, never mind do stunts. I used to have to sit on it on my bum to go down hills. Which is why I did most of my skateboarding in the kitchen.

So there I was in the kitchen, in all the gear  knee pads, arm pads, helmet  looking like a pillock, holding on to the towel rail of the Aga. It was a Sunday lunchtime and everyone was in the kitchen, sitting round the table, which I was launching myself around again and again, making everyone dizzy and increasingly irritated. My grandfather was getting particularly annoyed as I tried, and more often than not failed, to circle the ten seated obstacles.

Of everyone around that table, my grandfather, my mums dad, was the least likely to put up with such antics. A former cricketer, a fast bowler, he used to play for Yorkshire with Freddie Trueman, he worked as a ticket man on the railway and was a proper no-nonsense Yorkshireman who didnt really make allowances. He used to say things like Get a proper job, play cricket. When we used to play in his back garden, which always featured an absolutely perfect cricket pitch lawn, stripes and all, hed bowl cricket balls at me at 150 miles an hour, overarm, like he was warming up against Botham in the nets. You learned quickly to give the ball a good hit to show you were trying, but not too hard because you knew that if you really whacked it and it went over the hedge the next ball would be coming straight at your head. Needless to say, I hate cricket.

So, everyone was chatting away, trying to ignore me but getting more and more annoyed as I went round and round, almost but not quite making it all the way round the table because, maybe, someone had pushed their chair out and Ive crashed into it. On my fourth or fifth attempt, my grandfather had finally had enough.

So, son, he said with a force that put me off what could have been my first full flying lap of the day, what do you want to do when you get older?

I stopped my skateboard right next to him and without even thinking about it I replied that I wanted to be a chef.

My dad, being a catering manager, knew a thing or two about chefs and he was nodding and saying, Thats all right that. Good career. Hard work, but a good career. Granddad wasnt looking quite so impressed, but spurred on by my dads approval I added, I want to be a head chef at 30, have my own restaurant at 35 and have a Ferrari when Im 40.

My granddad turned to me, a look of disgust on his face, and in his firm Yorkshire accent he said, You want to get a bloody proper job, play cricket. Youll never get all that, not being a chef.

Now, anyone who knows me will tell you that Im not one to shy away from a challenge. Theyll also tell you that Im the hardest-working person they know. All my friends will say that I put in more hours, more effort and more passion than anyone else theyve ever met and that if I say Im going to do something, I usually do it. Even so, through all the years of working 18-hour days, living on the breadline, begging, borrowing and stealing (literally) to survive, standing up to jumped-up little French chefs, being battered and abused in restaurant kitchens over the years, being ripped off in business and being mistaken for a fool more than once, I would never in my wildest dreams have imagined the truth: that Id achieve all the boastful ambitions I voiced as a seven-year-old on a skateboard by the time I was 24.
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ARCADE GAMES AND ASTON MARTINS: THE V8 VANTAGE

Scarborough, 1979. Im in a Kiss Me Quick cowboy hat, eating pink candyfloss, walking along the seafront with my mum, my dad and my sister, and Im having a lovely time. Its grey and windy and the only thing moving on the beach is the rubbish and the poor old 10p-a-ride donkeys, but it doesnt matter.

We went to Scarborough a lot when I was a kid, at weekends and during school holidays, so much so its a wonder that eating all those whelks and pickled herrings and pots of winkles in vinegar  the ones you ate with a plastic fork  and the tons of sticky rock (which for some reason wasnt the traditional pink stick kind but made up to look like a plate of sausage, bacon and eggs) didnt leave me scarred for life. Thankfully I only have happy memories of our trips to the seaside, not least because it was on that grey and windswept east coast seafront that I discovered two of the greatest passions of my life.

At the time, I thought Scarborough was one of the best places on the planet. I know now that although it can be fun, it can also be one of the most boring places. I mean, the Labour Party hold their conference there. I just remember it being bloody cold and grim at times, with one solitary speedboat that went up and down and a funfair that hardly ever used to be open because it was either too windy or pissing down with rain. And it hasnt changed to this day: its still your typical sleepy seaside town full of old dears and the faint smell of wee and Dettol. But back then, to a young lad with a pocket full of hard-earned and carefully saved 50ps, it was magic, full of excitement. Typically, my sister used to blow all of her money in the pound shop as soon as we got there; shed come out with rolls of clingfilm and 15 teddy bears, thinking shed got a bargain. Me, I headed straight for the bright lights and endless pleasures of Scarboroughs only real saving grace, the amusement arcades.

Then as now, Scarboroughs seafront was crammed with huge arcade houses, and I used to spend hour after hour in them. Thats where I started my lifelong obsession with those fairground grabbing games, the ones where you have to pick up the cuddly toy or some other bit of tat with a pincer on a hoist. Whenever I see one I have to have a go on it, and once Ive started theres no getting me off. Ive been known to put 65 in one of those things at a time and walk away with nothing but a smile to show for it. Then again I dont smoke and I dont drink  well, not much  so I figure Ill play on the grabby games if I want to.

Of all Scarboroughs arcades, there was one in particular that was always guaranteed to excite a young man looking to put his hand-eye coordination to the test. The biggest, most glitzy arcade on the front (well, it looked glitzy to me at the time) had this huge sign of red mirrored discs which used to glitter in the wind with the words Henry Marshall in massive gold letters that lit up at night. It was a Mecca for excitable small boys like me with change in their pockets, and it was outside there one day when I was off to try my hand at grabbing something cheap and tacky that I discovered the other great obsession of my life.

There, right outside Henry Marshalls amusement arcade, on a double yellow line, was a brand-new, shiny, British racing green Aston Martin V8 Vantage.

Now, Id spent enough time in the back of my dads less than sporty MkI Escort playing Spot the Car with my sister  thats my car, thats your car, thats my car  to know a good car when I saw one, and I knew this was something else. It wasnt just a brand-new Aston Martin, it was the Prince of Wales edition, with the V8 engine. Even then I could spot the V8 because it had different wheels and wider wheel arches than the standard one. To buy that car today would be expensive, 200,000 at least; back then it would have been astronomical. Were talking a lottery money motor. Pure hand-built luxury. British racing green, chrome everywhere, soft top, cream leather interior with green piping, a private number plate  it looked the business. Absolutely amazing. And there was something about the fact that it was parked on the double yellow that made it even better. What did the owner care about parking tickets? He had an Aston Martin V8 Vantage Prince of Wales edition. He could afford to pay the fines.

I stood there gazing at it in awe, my 99 Flake dripping down my fingers. I was standing on tiptoes trying to get a proper look inside while my dad tried to drag me away, terrified that I was going to get Mr Whippy all over the paintwork. Like all the other dads of all the other kids who had suddenly surrounded it and were clawing for a better look and getting fingerprints and candyfloss all over it, my dad was desperate to prise me away from the window before the owner came back. There were kids everywhere shouting, Dad, Dad, have you seen this? Dad, Dad, what is it? Dad, Dad, how much is it? Dad, Dad, can we get one? while their embarrassed fathers tried to distract them and get them as far away from the vehicle as possibleuntil, that is, the owners 20-something girlfriend with never-ending legs and the shortest miniskirt youve ever seen came tottering along on her high heels and climbed into the passengers seat. Suddenly the dads werent in such a hurry to leave and it was the mothers who were insisting it was time to go.

Next thing, the cars owner  and putting two and two together this must have been Henry Marshall himself because there couldnt have been too many other people around those parts who could afford a car as spectacular as that  came out, made his way through the crowd, got in, fired it up  oh, the amazing roar of the V8!  then without so much as a wheelspin gracefully took off down the road.

Id never seen anything like it. It was magic. I had been brought up with tractors and farm animals; you just didnt see a thing like this every day. It was a defining moment. The one that makes you choose either women or cars (although it also made me realise that if I could afford a car like that, I could afford a girl like Henry Marshalls to go with it). So I chose cars.
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BOYS TOYS

Flying isnt really my thing. Im not a big fan. I see it just as a necessity, as a way to get from A to Z without trekking all the way round the rest of the alphabet. Sometimes, flying is essential, but dont ask me to like it. Id rather drive. Now theres a surprise.

Im sure many factors have influenced my dislike (or should I say mistrust) of aviation, but the one that springs immediately to mind is my very first flight. It was not a pleasant experience. To be honest, it was heartbreaking and more than a little embarrassing.

The whole family had come to watch. It was a pretty big occasion on account of the fact that Id made quite a big deal of it, told everyone they had to be there to witness the event. So there they all were, the entire family, gathered round to show their support and see a very young me take to the skies on his maiden voyage. Instead they got to witness the horror of my plane dropping from the sky like a stone just seconds after take-off, hurtling towards the ground, and crashing into a million little pieces  well, two big ones.

Id spent about two months and all my pocket money building that bloody thing. It was a big two-channel remote control glider, the kind you launched with a piece of elastic on a hook. The idea was that you attached the little hook underneath to the piece of elastic which youd wind up and then release, launching the glider into the air. Youd then fly it around working the rudder and ailerons with the remote control. At least that was the idea. Didnt really work out that way on my first flight.

The family were assembled in the farmyard round the back of our house to see the big launch. My dad was winding the elastic and I was on the controller ready to steer it around the skies of North Yorkshire as soon as it was airborne. My dad was winding like a madman, checking with me all the time.

Ready? Ready? He wound some more. Ready?

Yep, ready!

And with that it was off. My mum was squealing, Hes built it, its flying, look everyone, its flying! like it was the Wright Brothers first flight or something, my dad was fit to collapse after all the winding, I was on the controller and, BANG!, it was on the ground in two very broken pieces. The bloody elastic hadnt detached, so the plane went straight up and straight back down again. All those months of gluing together those bits of wood and stretching that plastic skin over the wings and shrinking it on with a hair dryer, all that for nothing. There in front of an audience of my nearest and dearest I had to go and pick it up and carry it back to the shed.

The humiliation.

However, never let it be said that Im not determined. Not to be defeated, I went straight out and bought a bigger, better one, white with an engine included this time. Exactly the same thing happened. I spent months and months and all my pocket money on building the thing, took it out back to the hard standing we had where we used to put all the lorries and tractors, started it up, and it took off and just nose-dived straight back down again. After that it was years before I mustered up the courage or enthusiasm to have another go. To be honest, its only now that Im just about starting to get the hang of it. I try because I hate giving up, but deep down I know flying really isnt my thing.

Remote control cars, on the other hand, are fantastic. As well as the usual  Star Wars figures, Lego  Ive always had toy cars. One of my earliest memories of tricking out a vehicle of any kind involves a toy car my granddad gave me one Christmas. It was a Ford Capri. Only I wanted a cabriolet, so on Boxing Day I went into my dads shed and tried to take the roof off with a Stanley knife. I did it eventually as well, but not before I nearly took my thumb off with a careless slip of the knife.

At first Id gone at it with a pair of pliers and a screwdriver. I managed to crack the plastic glass of the back windscreen with the screwdriver and then bent the roof back with the pliers, but to get the roof off was going to require something a little more lethal. So I got out the Stanley knife and started sawing away at the uprights on the back. I was sawing away, sawing away, sawing away and I sawed straight through the metal and into my thumb. When I went running into the house shouting Deep, deep, deep, deep, deep, deep! and holding up my spouting hand to show my mum, my thumb was literally hanging off. It took seven stitches to put it back on. I cant remember what I told my mum Id been doing. I dont think she cared: she was too busy worrying about the fact that my thumb was hanging off and my blood was going everywhere. My dad knew what Id been doing though. He didnt say anything, but he knew. My dads of the opinion that most parents can be too protective of kids. Instead of trying to stop me from doing dangerous things, my dad would say, Hes going to hurt himself in a minute, watch this. When I did, hed turn round and say, Told you. He always claimed it was the best way to learn, and, painful though the lessons were, he was usually right.

Remote control cars were the ultimate toy. I used to have remote control buggies and me and my mates would build race tracks and jumps for them and wed drive them all over the farm. They were proper little all-terrain things and they could really go. They were toys, but they were quick little things. I never had Scalextric though. That was always too expensive. But it was okay because I used to save up and buy these remote control cars, a cross between a beach buggy and a stock car. They came in a kit that youd build, and which I then used to modify  no surprise there. Like a junior remote control Pimp My Ride Id sticker them up and paint the wheels and the rims, always trying to make them better. My mates never really used to bother tricking theirs out, so they were never quite as good as mine. Well, I didnt think so. My modifications didnt usually make them go any quicker, but they looked cooler.

The important thing, though  and this has really stuck with me  is that I always used to look after them well. Whereas most kids would use them and trash them, I would use them then maintain them and keep them in mint condition. Even now I cant stand it if something happens to one of my cars. If I kerb a wheel, thats it, it has to go straight off to have the wheels sorted out. These dings you get when some idiot in a Volvo opens his door on to yours; the little chips you get when gravel kicks up and nicks the paintwork  I cant stand to look at them. The second I spot something like that, thats it, its got to be a respray straight away. I dont care how much it costs, I cant look at it. Its the one thing that really, really bugs me, and I was the same way about my cars even when they came with batteries and a little crystal radio control unit.

The other thing thats stuck with me since the days when I used to zoom my little tricked-out buggy around the hard standing out the back of our house is the ambition one day to have a proper track to race them on. When I was a kid, I used to dream of having a garden of my own. I decided that when I had my own house I was going to build a race track for my remote control cars, a proper track with little humps and jumps and everything. It was going to be ace. It never happened of course. You get older, you grow up, you pack away your childhood toys and your dreams change. Now I want a proper full-size track in my back garden. A proper tarmacked go-kart track to go all the way round the house and my back garden, for me and my mates to drive proper full-size go-karts around. I dont think the neighbours would be too happy, but it would be bloody cool.
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THE CASTLE HOWARD RUBBISH RUN: THE FERRARI 308

My dad only ever had one great guiding philosophy in life: if you can walk, you can work. So if you wanted pocket money in our house, you bloody well worked for it. After a few years of odd-job earners, from mowing the lawn and other gardening tasks to helping out with the animals when my dad decided to have a go at farming, I officially went on the payroll at seven years old.

My first regular job was parking cars at Castle Howard. Not literally, of course  my feet wouldnt have reached the pedals and Id never have got insurance. No, my job was directing cars into the car park when there were big events on at the house. There were a lot of weddings and corporate dinners there, when the likes of BP and Shell would pay loads to hire the place for a night and have big fireworks displays and military bands and that kind of thing. It was my dads job to organise it all, including the parking. Castle Howard was the only place to work for miles around, especially if you were seven, so my dad put a word in and got me and my best mate David Coates the gig.

It was a big responsibility. On average thered be something like three hundred people coming to an event, down the long driveway in coaches and cars, and you had to make absolutely certain that they parked in the right place or Simon Howard and the rest of the family who still own and run the house would get really upset. You had to make sure that all the visitors and guests parked on the right-hand side of the drive, not the left, because the left side was the Howard familys garden and they werent too keen on people parking on it. Funny that. So Id be there, with Herbert Press the gardener, who used to do all the edgings on the lawns and the flower beds and had done for something like 80 years. Herbert would go out in his flat cap, stop the traffic and direct the cars to the bottom of the drive where Id get them to swing out to the left, and then Id guide them as they backed up towards the fence on the right.

Because of the nature of the events, we used to get all kinds of amazing cars there. Id be there helping Bentleys, Ferraris and Aston Martins to back up into spaces: to me, to me, bit more, bit more, stop. Thats a lot of pressure for a seven-year-old. Obviously, once they were all parked and everyone was inside eating their lavish meals, wed be out there, me and David, wandering around, looking at all these fantastic motors. Wed be there for hours, checking out all the angles, peering in through the windows, admiring bodywork; wed be wowing over the big chrome bumpers on the Bentleys, the beautiful leather of the Astons and the exciting lines of the Ferraris. Thered be an event  a dinner, a concert or a wedding  every couple of weeks at least, sometimes more, and always thered be these unbelievable motors.

It was like stepping into another world for me. My dad might have been the Don when it came to running Castle Howard, but he never earned big bucks. There was no Aston Martin or Mercedes or Bentley parked outside our house.

In fact the Howards themselves were never that big into cars, certainly not cool ones. They always preferred the reliable and the practical over the glamorous and the exciting, with the possible exception of Nick Howard, one of the sons, who, I would later discover, had better taste than anyone knew. (At least I think it was Nick, I never found out for certain.)

So parking those cars was a great job. David and I would have to be there for the whole evening because we had to see them out of the car park again at the end of the night, so wed be there a good six hours, and we got paid quite well for it, something like a fiver a night, which for a seven-year-old was good money back then. You could buy quite a lot of Floral gums with that. Save it up long enough, which I of course did, and youd have a new skateboard, or at least some new wheels and ball bearings to trick it out with. Either that or Id buy something to do with motoring: a toy car, a model car, a remote control car, always something good. Not like most of my mates who, as soon as they got any spare cash, would do what my sister did and be straight off down the pound shop, blowing it on loads of rubbish they didnt really want. I always knew exactly what I wanted and Id save every penny until I had enough to get it. That was my dads logic. Even if hed had the money he probably still wouldnt have given it to you because he wouldnt have thought you would appreciate it. Harsh but probably true, and definitely a good thing. Certainly none of the money I earned, from mowing my granddads lawn to parking the cars at Castle Howard, was ever wasted.

By the age of nine David and I had been promoted to the pot wash. Well, it wasnt promotion so much as moving inside. It was still bloody cold though. The pot wash area was just outside the main kitchen. We didnt wash the pots from the kitchen itself, that was done by Izzy, a lovely old woman who was always bent over the sink. We used to wash all the cutlery and plates and glasses. As with the car park, we did this work when they were having big dinners and events at the house, but there was a cafeteria as well, which meant that wed be working weekends too, making it a much more regular income than the car park gig. Saturday and Sunday I used to go up there and work, and after school as well, washing the cups and saucers in one of those industrial dishwashers, the ones where you pile everything up in a big wire basket, slide it into the machine, pull down the hood and a couple of minutes later all your plates come out clean and sparkling. It wasnt as exciting as seeing all those great cars but the money was good and there were plenty of opportunities for overtime.

At the end of the night David and I would have to take the rubbish out. Now, having just catered for three hundred-odd people, the kitchens used to generate a hell of a lot of rubbish, and the bins were a hell of a long way away. It wasnt quite as simple as opening the kitchen door and sticking the black bin bags outside. Come the end of the evening thered be a mountain of them piled up and they would need taking to the big industrial bins out by the garages right on the other side of the building. In the kitchen there were these tall trolleys designed to have metal trays slotted in them which were usually stacked with plates. Once wed bagged all the rubbish, David and I would take those metal trays out, pile the trolleys high with black sacks and wheel them off. You could get about 16 black sacks on each trolley, and even then sometimes youd need to do more than one journey.

Those trolleys used to make a hell of a racket, like a load of pots and pans being chucked down a staircase. You could hear us coming a mile off, which, given what lay ahead, was not a good thing. Youd take a run up the disabled ramp then go along this 150-foot-long corridor, past the toilets and through the door at the end, for which you needed a key. Once through that door you were into the back areas of Castle Howard. Imagine, its a really old castle, all little archways and tiny dim lights. Were talking proper creepy. Not a place you really want to be late at night with nobody else around, or even with your best mate if hes just as freaked out as you are and who is making you even more jumpy.

What made it worse was that you knew somewhere out there, down that corridor, waiting for you in the dark, behind a door that may or may not be locked (in our overactive imaginations it was always unlocked and open) was Tasha the dog. Tasha was this absolutely massive possessed dog that used to bark and snarl like it hadnt been fed in a decade. It was like a huge St Bernard Wolfhound cross and it used to frighten the shit out of everybody. If you listened really hard you could almost hear him sniffing you out as you stood there at the beginning of the corridor.

Needless to say, taking the rubbish to the bins was not something we looked forward to. You knew that if, God forbid, Tasha did actually get out hed come screaming round the corner and rip you apart in ten seconds flat, no question. So we always had a plan of what wed do, how wed jink the trolleys and kink them this way so wed be able to use them as a barricade before making a run for it. Ideally, though, you just wanted to get to the other end of the corridor as quickly and quietly as possible, and hopefully Tasha wouldnt hear you, or if he did youd already be past his door (whichever one it was) and it would be too late for him to break it down, run out and claw you to shreds.

The corridor ran right under the Howards private residence, so rubber matting had been put down to dampen the noise of the trolleys going backwards and forwards late at night. This was good. It at least gave us a fighting chance of making it past Tasha unheard. To up the odds even more in our favour, to make sure that the trolley didnt bounce and make a load of noise, and to ensure we got out of there as quickly as possible, as soon as we hit a straight stretch we used to jump on the trolleys and zoom down the corridor, jumping
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