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New columns begin here

Who, me? I’m a columnist, actually. And what do you do? Really? That’s fascinating.

It must be very interesting, being a Daily Mail reader.

Was it always an ambition of yours, then, or was it something you kind of drifted into?

What – so you just walked into a newsagent’s one morning and the whole thing took off from there? That’s amazing. So luck was on your side, really. I mean, if they’d chanced to have run out of the Mail on that particular day, who knows where you might have finished up? You could have been on the scrapheap at forty, doing Sun bingo.

And did you need any special training to become a Daily Mail reader or did you just pick it up as you went along?

That’s fantastic. You must have a talent for it.

Oh well, if your father’s always started the day on Peanuts and Nigel Dempster, that explains it. It runs in the family. It’s an inherited gift, like playing the piano.

Even so, it must have been difficult at first. I expect you started with the Quick Crossword and worked your way up to the leader page. No? So you just sort of plunged in. Best way, I suppose, like throwing the kids in at the deep end when they’re learning to swim.

You know, I’ve often toyed with the idea of being a Daily Mail reader myself. I think I’ve got the knack for it. I have a cousin who’s one and he says I should definitely take it up.

Is there a course I could go on, do you know? And is it easy to get taken on these days, or do you have to know someone?

Look – I don’t suppose you’d like to put a word in for me, would you?

Monday, June 2, 1986


Blackberry special

It was a sultry late afternoon when British Rail’s get-you-there-in-your-own-lifetime Brighton train slumped to a halt at a Beeching-forsaken abandoned station somewhere between East Croydon and Gatwick.

The name of the station was now DO NOT ALIGHT HERE and it had been closed so long that Platform One where we had come to rest was covered in brambles, and tall weeds grew out of the cracked tarmac.

The guard came down the train telling us that there was an embankment fire further down the track and that our guess was as good as his as to when we would start moving again.

The passengers were hot and restless in the August fug and first windows were lowered and then carriage doors were opened to let in what little breeze there was. A woman asked timidly of no one in particular: ‘Are we allowed to get out, do you think?’

A man of legal appearance considered the question and said judiciously: ‘I should think so, in the circumstances.’ One by one, with varying degrees of diffidence, the passengers on the 16.35 from Victoria began to alight at DO NOT ALIGHT HERE. Soon Platform One under its bramble carpet was as busy as it had ever been since the golden age of steam.

The woman who had asked if we were allowed to get out now noticed that the brambles were thick with big fat juicy blackberries, the biggest and fattest and juiciest that anyone can have seen for many a season. She asked: ‘Are we allowed to pick the blackberries, do you think?’

‘Property of British Rail I imagine, but I don’t suppose they’d mind,’ counselled the legal brain. The timid one still hesitated, but then she saw that a fellow-passenger had already filled a zip-up make-up bag with enough succulent blackberries to bake a pie. She began picking with a will, and soon there was a whole blackberrying task force at work among the brambles, filling plastic bags, crisp packets, anything to hand.

Meanwhile a few young blades had not only alighted at DO NOT ALIGHT HERE but had committed a further breach of the regulations by hopping over a wall and sprinting down to the village store for fizzy drinks. As they returned, about half-a-dozen children aged between three to ten had come on to the platform. Although they were standing among the brambles they showed no interest in the luscious fruit growing at their feet. Instead they stared longingly at the fruity canned drinks the young blades had brought back with them.

Then the mother of one of them said: ‘Ooh, look, blackberries!’ and stooped to pick a handful. Like pre-war East End urchins who had never seen a cow, the children had probably never seen blackberries growing and they looked down uncomprehendingly. The mother encouraged them to join in. ‘Come on, then – just the big black ones, not the red ones and not the green ones.’

First one and then another of the children gingerly plucked a blackberry and then they were all picking away diligently, the occasional yelp betraying the discovery that brambles have thorns and the occasional gasp of pleasure revealing that one or other of them had stumbled upon that abiding gift of serendipity, the clump of ripe and glistening fruit hidden under leaves.

There, on that dusty abandoned railway platform on an unscheduled break in services due to unforeseen conditions, they were learning the art of blackberrying.

Then, after 50 minutes, the red signal turned to green. The timid lady, who had been keeping an anxious eye on it, was the first to see it. ‘I think we’d better get back on,’ she advised all and sundry.

The blackberry-laden passengers, including several happy tots with purple juice around their mouths, trooped back on the train, resumed their seats and, the summer diversion over, opened their newspapers and magazines and became strangers again. And the Blackberry Special pulled out from DO NOT ALIGHT HERE.

Monday, August 7, 1989


It’s your line, Shar & Tray

That delectable duo Sharon and Tracy, as all who have been trying to make business calls during the summer know to their cost, are currently working as switchboard temps.

During a slack period, when only six potential customers at most were trying to get through, and no more than the same number of irate executives were trying to make calls out, the pouting pair’s conversation turned to 1992 and the Single Market.

‘Did you see where this lady reporter’s been ringing up firms speaking in foreign to see if they knew what she was rabbiting on about, and none of them did?’ asked Sharon.

‘Silly cat,’ said Tracy. ‘Pity she hasn’t nothing better to do. I only wish she’d rung us up – she’d have got a right earful.’

There was an interlude while Sharon dealt with a persistent caller: ‘Mr Who? What department’s he in? Well if you don’t have an extension number I can’t help you, can I?’ As Sharon pulled the plug on her nuisance call, Tracy continued: ‘What was it in aid of, Shar, anyway?’

‘Sunnink to do with joining the Common Market, Tray,’ hazarded Sharon. ‘I only read it over somebody’s shoulder in the bus queue style of thing, so I didn’t take it all in, but it was sunnink to do with exports and that – how all these Europeans are missing out on buying British goods because they can’t speak English.’

‘They’ll just have to learn, then, won’t they?’ said Tracy, summarily dealing with three outstanding calls by disconnecting them.

‘That’s what I say,’ Sharon agreed. ‘Besides, they can understand it when they want to – because when me and Shane went to Torremolinos two months ago, they could speak even better English nor what we could.’

With mild interest Tracy regarded an urgently blinking light on her switchboard. ‘Whoever this is can’t have much to do,’ she observed. ‘He’s been trying to get through for a good fifteen minutes.’

‘They’ve no patience, some people,’ said Sharon, as Tracy’s caller finally gave up the ghost. ‘It’s a pity that lady reporter couldn’t spend a day on a switchboard, putting up with what we’ve got to put up – then she’d see the other side of the story style of thing.’

‘Too right,’ said Tracy. ‘Like that Sir Somebody ranting and raving just because I accidentally gave him four wrong numbers in a row.’

‘You mean the company chairman? He’s going to have a heart attack one of these days. I had to keep him waiting yesterday while I was talking to my Mum, and by the time he got through he was in such a state I thought he was a heavy-breather. So of course, I did no more, I cut him off.’

By coincidence, a peremptory buzz indicated that the chairman once again wished to make contact with the outside world. Tracy had responded to the call before realising what she was doing. ‘Yes sir? How are you spelling that, sir? I – C – I. What is it, a company? And do you have the number? Hold on then, sir, I’ll put you through to Directory Inquiries.’

Meanwhile deep corrugations on Sharon’s fair brow indicated that she had been thinking. ‘No, only getting back to this Common Market style of thing,’ said Sharon. ‘If it does come to pass, what will you do if somebody rings up and starts banging on in French?’

A flurry of powder from Tracy’s blemishless forehead showed that she too was engaged in the cerebral process, while the lights on her switchboard continued to twinkle like the fairy lights on a Christmas tree.

‘It couldn’t happen,’ announced Tracy at last.

‘How do you mean, it couldn’t happen?’

‘Well, I mean to say, I wouldn’t know whether they was speaking French, Italian or Double Dutch, now would I? So before I knew they was speaking French, they’d have to tell me in English what language it was. So if they can speak English, no problem.’

‘I bet that lady reporter never thought of that,’ said Sharon.

‘Silly cat,’ said Tracy again. As if selecting the winner in a raffle, she attended to one of her waiting calls at random. ‘Yes, can I help yoooou? Sorreee, I’m afraid he’s dead at the moment …’

Thursday, July 28, 1988


Off with the show

Clogthorpe District Council’s Parks, Recreation Grounds and Amenities Committee, under the chairmanship of Cllr Enoch Bulge, yesterday considered the question of inviting superstar musician Jean-Michel Jarre’s two-hour laser and fireworks extravaganza to the town’s Nelson Mandela Leisure Centre.

Explaining the situation, Cllr Bulge said the show had been booked to be put on in Newham, down in London, but the council had given backword. There had been fears of a safety hazard, also that it would create traffic congestion and frighten the horses. The entertainment was now up for grabs and feelers had been put out in the direction of Clogthorpe.

Cllr Parkin asked if this Mr Jarre was foreign in any way.

Cllr Bulge said he was believed to be French, but looking at it in the context of 1992 and the Single Market when Clogthorpe tomato sausages would be freely available in Paris and frogs’ legs in Clogthorpe covered market, the committee should not hold that against him.

Remarking that he would not be seen dead eating frogs’ legs, Cllr Hopcraft asked if this Jarre chap had ever been to South Africa.

Cllr Bulge said that could be checked up on when the application was lodged. Mr Jarre would be made fully cognisant with council policy appertaining to South Africa. It would also be made plain that Clogthorpe was a nuclear-free zone and an equal opportunities employer, and that smoking was not allowed anywhere in the leisure centre complex.

Cllr Nepworth asked what guarantee was there that this so-called extravaganza would appeal to the people of Clogthorpe. That time the Pontefract Girls’ Accordion Band had come to the town, the leisure centre had been half-empty.

Cllr Bulge said that all he could say was that when Mr Jarre had put on his show in Houston or wherever it was, down in Texas, it had attracted an audience of a million-and-a-half.

Cllr Tweedyman said that by the left, they would never get that number of people into the hall.

Commenting that some mothers did have them, Cllr Bulge pointed out that the show was an open-air do. The leisure centre would be pressed into service only for its bogs and changing facilities, and for bouncing images off its walls.

Cllr Parkin asked what images.

Cllr Bulge said how the thump did he know what images. He had not seen a programme. However, it must be summat worth watching to attract a million-and-a-half folk.

Cllr Parkin asked what if it rained.

Cllr Bulge retorted that they’d all get bloody wet, then, wouldn’t they?

Cllr Hopcraft stated that a million-and-a-half people milling around the town centre would present certain problems. Extra buses would have to be laid on. The St John Ambulance Brigade would have to stand by. It was to be doubted whether the shopping precinct car stack amenity would be able to cope.

Cllr Tweedyman said and another thing, there was the hooligan element to be considered. There was a risk of beer cans being chucked about. The occasion would be a bonanza for pick-pockets. Women and kiddies might get their feet trampled on. There would be insufficient toilet facilities. This Mr Jarre might not turn up. All manner of things might go wrong.

Cllr Bulge said that while he understood the need for caution, he would ask his colleagues if they were not being a bit pessimistic. Looking on the other side of the coin, the show would be a feather in Clogthorpe’s cap. It would be summat new for the town. It would be summat different.

Cllr Parkin said that in that case he had no hesitation in declaring it should be banned.

The motion, that this committee do tell Mr Jarre where he can put his laser beams, was carried unanimously.

Thursday, September 15, 1988
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