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Pike Hills

Pike Hills Golf Club, just outside York, used to be a railway golf club, in that it was established by York Railway Institute and subsidised by the Welfare Section of British Rail. Non-railway members could become associate members, but they paid higher subscriptions. As a boy in the 1970s, I was enrolled as a junior member by my dad, who was a railway employee. He used to say, ‘I can’t think of a better life than that of a professional golfer,’ and he’d enrolled me on the off chance I might be eligible for that career. Having watched me play golf for a few weeks, he modified his statement: ‘If you can’t be a professional golfer, the life of a greenkeeper on a golf course wouldn’t be at all bad.’

In his late teens, Dad had played football professionally for York City, albeit only for a couple of games. York City naturally required him to work Saturday afternoons, as did his employer, British Railways. In the 1940s, the question of whether to be a professional footballer or a booking clerk in York Station was finely balanced, and Dad chose BR. His sporting skills did not extend to golf; he just liked golf courses, especially Pike Hills, which was next to a mysterious, ancient wood called – in my day – Askham Bog. It was believed that if you went into Askham Bog and came out again you could consider yourself lucky. Like much of York, Askham Bog has been gentrified, so it’s now ‘Askham Nature Reserve’, and by the same token (to my mind) Pike Hill is no longer a railway course, just as the Railway Institute is no longer a railway institution even though it remains right next to the railway station. It’s officially called RI, which stands for anything you want.

On visits to York from my home in London, I sometimes play a round at Pike Hills, usually with my boyhood friend Paul, who grew up in the same York suburban street as me. On a grey, drizzly afternoon a couple of years ago, I was on the first tee with Paul. I hit my drive, which was feeble and sliced.

‘Shot!’ said Paul, who’s a nice chap. He hit his drive, which was not much better, and hooked.

‘Shot!’ I reciprocated.

‘What are you up to on the writing front?’ said Paul, as we set off along the fairway.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’m thinking of writing a book about Yorkshire. Of course, there’s a problem.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Paul lightly replied.

‘The problem being,’ I said, ‘that I don’t live in Yorkshire any more; I just come back to it a lot.’

Paul was puffing on his vaping device while gauging the distance between his ball and the green, as if it made any difference. ‘I wouldn’t worry too much about that,’ he said, which came as a relief but fell short of full reassurance. Paul himself had moved away from York, but he’d moved north – Sunderland way – and insofar as the virtue of Yorkshireness lies partly in its Northern-ness he could not be accused of the same betrayal as somebody who’d moved south.

After about another 250 shots between the two of us, we were on the tee of the seventeenth green, which is elevated, giving a good view of the clubhouse and – for the more high-minded – York Minster in the far distance. I hit my drive, which was sliced to the extent that Paul’s usual endorsement – ‘Shot!’ – was simply not on; it would have come over as sarcastic. So Paul said something else instead: ‘The thing is to be honest about having moved to London. If you’re honest about it, people won’t mind,’ which is why this book about Yorkshire is going to start in London – at King’s Cross Station, to be precise.




NORTH–SOUTH




York Road

I think of King’s Cross, terminus of the East Coast Main Line, as the London station for Yorkshire. St Pancras is also a station for Yorkshire, so you can, to quote Philip Larkin, be ‘going up England by a different line’, but it would surely be the wrong line, less pure. Yes, St Pancras serves Sheffield and Leeds, but it does so via what is called the Midland Main Line, which – as originally defined – drifted into Lancashire, and St Pancras is now formally known as St Pancras International, subscribing to the globalisation that has helped diminish the cultural importance of Yorkshire and the North.

Even King’s Cross – ‘the Cross’ to us sons of railwaymen – used to be more directly connected to Yorkshire and the North than it is today. Up until the 1970s, a couple of dozen coal trains every day rolled into the King’s Cross Goods Yard – very useful to ghastly Professor Marcus in The Ladykillers (1955). He would drop dead bodies into them from the backyard of Mrs Wilberforce’s house, apparently located directly above the mouth of Copenhagen Tunnel (the second one as you head north from King’s Cross), where no real house ever was located. Much of that coal came from the Yorkshire coalfield, and until 1904 some of it was used to generate gas at the Cross, so it was if Yorkshire had courteously lit London’s pilot light, signifying a geopolitical balance.

I thought of King’s Cross as being an outpost of Yorkshire in London, and the local nomenclature seemed to support this. There was once a York Road platform, serving the smoky ‘Widened Lines’ that burrowed through London. To the east of King’s Cross is York Way, which was York Road until 1938, and on which there used to be a pub called the Duke of York. There was another pub of that name in the station itself, on platform 10 – the main departure platform as was. Placards on the station urged, ‘Take the Yorkshire Post with You’, as though by doing so you might get acclimatised for what was to come.

It’s true that the most famous train to serve the Cross, the Flying Scotsman, bypassed York. It’s also true that the East Coast Main Line only becomes beautiful after York, when it begins to skirt the coast, so that if you get off at York, you’re like someone leaving a party at 8 p.m. But to my mind, the ECML took aim specifically at York. In York stands the neo-Georgian building that was the headquarters of the North Eastern Railway, which controlled the northerly stretch of the ECML. Dad worked in that building when it had become the headquarters of the British Rail North Eastern Region. York Station is the first you come to on the ECML with a splendour to match King’s Cross. When it opened in 1887, it was the largest station in the world, just as King’s Cross had been when it opened in 1852. So I felt York Station to be on a par with the Cross, and from an early age I was as familiar with King’s Cross as with York Station. Dad’s job entitled us as a family to ‘Privilege Tickets’, enabling free train travel, and when he was promoted in about 1975, that free travel was in First Class. We also had Privilege Tickets for London Underground, and if there’d been a First Class on that, we’d have been in it.*

I would go to London with Dad and my sister half a dozen times a year. (My mother died in 1971, when I was nine, and I have no memory of being in London with her. In fact, I have no memory of my mother ever being outside Yorkshire.) Among those early visits to the Cross were two trips to watch the Rugby League Challenge Cup Final at Wembley. Rugby league, founded in the George Hotel, Huddersfield in 1895, was born out of a north-south divide. League was set up so that players could be paid, which wasn’t allowed under the code of Union, which assumed participants were sufficiently well-off not to need to be paid.

In 1970s York, you played league at school if you’d failed your Eleven Plus, union if you passed. I failed and, in my second year at Ashfield Secondary Modern, York, was put into the rugby league team as a punishment for messing about in a games lesson. Rugby league is a ‘full contact’ sport, but not the way I played it, and I managed to avoid contact with the ball or any other player during the entire first half. Despite this, we were a long way ahead at halftime. As we sucked on quartered oranges, with everybody except me clarted in mud (my kit not only clean, but still pressed), the games teacher-coach congratulated us on a good, fighting performance. But when we trotted back onto the field, he called, ‘Martin, I’m taking you off, lad,’ and I’m not sure he bothered replacing me. He thought it better the team should play with twelve members rather than thirteen if I was going to be the thirteenth. I never played for any school team again, but in my subsequent years at that school I got a ‘B’ for sport on my reports, rather than the ‘C’ I deserved, together with the admiring remark, ‘Has played rugby for the school.’

A trip south to see the Rugby League Challenge Cup Final was such a classic pilgrimage that in 1975 Alan Plater wrote a BBC2 series called The Trinity Tales, an updated version of The Canterbury Tales, about a group of Wakefield Trinity supporters going to Wembley to watch the game. Dad would have been about forty when I accompanied him and his mates to Wembley. Even though they were all First Class ‘Priv’ ticket men, they were quite raucous on the train, thanks to a couple of crates of Long Life lager.

I tried to feign enthusiasm and was flattered to be invited along on such a grown-up jaunt, but I was no more interested in watching rugby league than I was in playing it, and I spent the finals I attended doodling on the programme or furtively reading a book. The excitement of the day lay in the train journeys, and the visit, after the game, to ‘the dogs’ at White City, which I remember for the white glare of fluorescent lights against the night sky, a delicious cup of instant soup, and the atmosphere of criminality with confident rat-like men wearing coats on their shoulders like Del Boy.

Later, I went to London under my own steam, but never by steam train; I was too late for that. Sometimes the engine was one of those haughty-looking diesels called Deltics that could top 100mph. The carriages hauled by a Deltic had compartment rolling stock so that, if in First Class, you’d be travelling in a small room with seats for six. Once, while heading North, Leon Brittain MP, who represented a North Yorkshire seat, got into the compartment I was occupying. Never having been at such close quarters with a famous person, I panicked and feigned sleep, and I remained in pretend sleep until York, not knowing how to feign waking up in any convincing way.

If bored in the school holidays in York, I’d set off for London.

I had my own First Class Privilege Ticket as long as I remained a dependent of my father, and what with university followed by postgraduate law study, I managed to remain a dependent until I was twenty-six. As I headed off on my bike to York Station Dad, instead of saying goodbye, would say, ‘Don’t lose your Priv!’ He’d told me he would be sacked if that ever happened, and one day in 1980, when I was eighteen, I did lose it. By then I had a bank account and a bank card, so I was able to withdraw the money to get home (albeit slumming it in Second Class) from the Lloyd’s Bank cashpoint near King’s Cross. I anticipated trouble on two fronts. First, would Dad be sacked? Secondly, there was the delicate matter of where I thought I’d dropped the Priv.

The threat of a sacking turned out to be bluff. Dad simply said that, if I gave him a passport photo, he’d put in for another Priv for me, but that turned out not to be necessary, because some stranger posted the original back to us. It was addressed to my father, since I was down on the Priv (which carried our address) as his dependent. The body of the letter was bland, something to the effect of ‘I found this in the street, and thought you’d want it back, since it looks an important document.’ But in the postscript the sender proved himself treacherous: ‘PS, I found it in Old Compton Street, Soho.’

Back in 1979, Soho was almost wall-to-wall sex shops. I used to tell myself that this fascinated me much as I would be fascinated if it were full of fishmongers; that it was the intensity rather than the type of retail that was the draw. Soho certainly was a draw, partly because it was the part of London most different from York. The idea of a district of licensed, official decadence . . . York wasn’t grown-up enough for that. (Dad, incidentally, never mentioned that postscript.)

About ten years ago, I wrote a piece about the regeneration of King’s Cross. I interviewed a press officer for the area east of the station, newly designated Regent Quarter (a name somehow much more irritating than ‘Regent’s Quarter’ would have been); he told me: ‘Nobody’s nostalgic for the old King’s Cross.’ Well, they might be if it was integral to their formative years. I never tangled with the real decadence of King’s Cross – the drugs and prostitution, as rather operatically depicted in the film Mona Lisa. But I liked the crepuscular mood of the place when it was whatever is the opposite of the ‘creative hub’ it is today. The goods yard was in the process of being abandoned. The tracks were hidden by weeds, and there were piles of broken planks everywhere, so it always seemed like the night before Bonfire Night. I frequented the above-mentioned Duke of York pub on York Way while waiting for trains. I was always there in the evening, but it was impossible to imagine York Way in daylight back then, what with the crumbling railway wharves and the closed-down Gothic Victorian school (you’d have grown up fast if you went to school there, I bet), its bricks soot-blackened, as opposed to bright pink, which they are now that the building houses luxury flats. The York Way Tube station had also recently closed, since the average King’s Cross resident of the time couldn’t afford the Tube. (The building survives, an access point for subterranean graffiti artists.) The air was full of diesel fumes, courtesy of the locomotives in the station and the Routemasters lumbering up and down the ‘Way’. The Duke of York (today a stylishly low-lit and ‘dog-friendly’ pub called The Fellow) had a foggy black-and-white TV well into the 1990s, and it was always full of railwaymen, with their box-like riveted shoulder bags.

To my mind, the rackety, Dickensian appeal of King’s Cross was not too different from that of late-Seventies London as a whole. The population of the capital was falling, and the Tube was being ‘managed for decline’. I remember some of the tiles spelling out ‘Covent Garden’ in that station were missing. In my teens, I washed my hair once a fortnight.* But when I came back from London Tube rides, I always had to wash it, no matter where I was in that cycle. I associated London with vandalism – the glass on the public street maps had always been surgically smashed to obscure ‘You are here,’ apparently to prevent orientation by out-of-towners. Or perhaps it was just arbitrary vandalism. I did not really believe that London had enough sense of itself to formulate any grievance against non-Londoners. London was complacent and amorphous; it just absorbed people like a great, shapeless sponge. There’s a bench in the park near my home in north London bearing a plaque commemorating a man who ‘loved London’, and that seems odd to me. In 1888, Thomas Hardy wrote that ‘London appears not to see itself. Each individual is conscious of himself, but nobody conscious of themselves collectively.’ In this sense, London did not really exist as a place, and you could never say that about Yorkshire.

Or could you?

A leading light of the Yorkshire Society told me, ‘It is quite wrong to refer to Yorkshire as a county, despite the cricket club.’ (And also, presumably, despite the Yorkshire Society.) ‘It was historically three counties,’ he continued, referring to the three Ridings, an Old Norse term meaning third part, the three being North, West and East. There was never a South Riding, except in the title of a novel by Winifred Holtby.*

So here was a member of the Yorkshire Society saying that Yorkshire did not exist, and there was me – not a member of the Yorkshire Society – saying it possibly did, because the Ridings were notional subdivisions of something, namely the Kingdom of York, which was based on the Danish Kingdom of Jórvik that was decisively killed off by William the Conqueror. The former Kingdom began to be referred to as the shire of York or the county of Yorkshire. There was a further subdivision of the Ridings into wapentakes, and these were the basis of administration of what I’m calling Yorkshire. York itself was aloof from the Ridings, which is typical of my rather un-Yorkshire birthplace. York arbitrated between the Ridings, each one being represented at a Parliament held in York. From 1396, York was a County Corporate, or a ‘County of Itself’, and between 1449 and 1836 it controlled a former wapentake called Ainsty that was also not in a Riding. This was a territory just to the west of York, and I grew up on a new housing estate located within what had been its borders. There was, and is, a pub near my former home called the Ainsty, and I never knew why.

The Ridings were an old concept that experienced a revival in the nineteenth century, first because the Reform Act of 1832 replaced the parliamentary constituency of Yorkshire (so there’s another instance of Yorkshire existing) with constituencies for each Riding. The Local Government Act of 1888 then made the Ridings the basis of Yorkshire administration. They became administrative counties – counties within a county – and the Act recognised that the county they were within was Yorkshire. So here again, Yorkshire was acknowledged to exist, albeit as a shell.

It is arguable that the reviled Local Government Act of 1972 treated some places worse than Yorkshire. When the Act came into effect – April Fool’s Day, 1974 – Rutland disappeared entirely, being absorbed by Leicestershire. Westmorland and Cumberland became Cumbria. Lancashire lost Liverpool to a new entity called Merseyside. But Yorkshire was badly mauled, and in no other county is the 1974 Act so reviled as in Yorkshire. (Yorkshire Day – of which more shortly –was created to rebuff the Act’s assault on Yorkshire identity.) By the Act, the Ridings ceased to be administrative units, and Humberside was born, to accommodate Hull and most of the old East Riding. Middlesbrough was put into Cleveland, and other parts of Yorkshire fell into the clutches of wounded Lancashire.

In 1996, Humberside and Cleveland – never popular notions – were abolished. Humberside was replaced by the nostalgically named East Riding of Yorkshire, and this was given the new-fangled designation: unitary authority.

This ‘unitary authority’ is also a ‘ceremonial county’ – that is, ‘a county for the purposes of lieutenancies’, and what, we may wonder, are those? The post of Lord-Lieutenant of a county is an honorary appointment, whose origin dates back to Henry VIII. Lord-lieutenants are the monarch’s representative in their lieutenancy. They seek to uphold ‘the dignity of the Crown’; to promote voluntary and benevolent organisations; to encourage the business and social life of their counties. You are most likely to see them presenting medals and awards.

The ceremonial counties are sometimes referred to as ‘geographical counties’, as opposed to administrative counties; they are cultural counties, so to speak. These parallel or shadow counties long predate the administrative meddling of the late-twentieth century, but they have become significant in the wake of that meddling as touchstones of former identities – and the good news is that there are also ceremonial counties called North Yorkshire, West Yorkshire and South Yorkshire, and today Middlesbrough is back in the Yorkshire fold in that it is within the ceremonial county of North Yorkshire. It is in fact a unitary authority within that county, as is York.

We have one further chewy mouthful to digest. The 1974 Act established metropolitan and non-metropolitan counties. There is a non-metropolitan county called North Yorkshire, which excludes the unitary authorities of York and Middlesbrough. So the non-metropolitan county of North Yorkshire has a smaller population than the ceremonial county of North Yorkshire. There are also metropolitan counties called South Yorkshire and West Yorkshire, and these are coterminous with the ceremonial counties bearing those names.

People who write about Yorkshire – including me – turn their backs on all this ludicrous gerrymandering. Instead, they address themselves to the Historic County of Yorkshire, and any educated person has a rough idea of its boundaries: Pennines to the left, North Sea to the right, Hull down below, just like the hull of a ship. They might be a bit vaguer about the northern termination but will probably associate it (approximately correctly) with the notch in the coast formed by the river Tees.

But my friend from the Yorkshire Society does not like the term county at all when it comes to Yorkshire. ‘The better and more accurate word is “region”, though even better would be the German word Land – like Bavaria, to which there are many parallels with Yorkshire!’ I might add that the great migraine of Yorkshire local government arises from fact that Yorkshire is big – too big for any one book to encompass it. So this book is about my Yorkshire, which – as stated – I view in part from a London perspective.

When on the Tube, I sat in smoking carriages, because Dad – a smoker himself – said ‘Smokers are the best people; they’ll always look after you.’ There were no ashtrays, and the butts would all be aligned in the grooves between the sycamore slats on the carriage floor. One November evening in 1987, a careless smoker sent the ticket hall of King’s Cross Underground Station up in flames. By then I was living in London, in a shared house in Leytonstone. I was not at home that evening, and when I got in, one of my housemates told me that Dad had called from York half a dozen times. He hadn’t said why, but I knew. My regular flits back to Yorkshire from London, which tended to occur at weekends, made me such a regular at the Cross that there must have seemed a reasonable chance I’d been caught up in a Friday night fire – clearly just the kind of fate awaiting a young Yorkshire person adrift from their moorings.

I had moved full-time to London in 1984, the year of the miners’ strike, which – since the Yorkshire miners were in the vanguard of that fight against pit closures – was symptomatic of the North–South divide, much spoken of in the Thatcher years. The North suffered worst from the recession of the early 1980s, just as it had done from that of the 1920s and 1930s. The staple industries of the North – coal, shipbuilding, weaving – had been dying for decades before Margaret Thatcher came to power. The miners’ strike of 1984 was about the closure of twenty pits; Harold Wilson had closed 300. The Thatcherite free-market panaceas – a house price boom triggered by the ‘right to buy’ scheme for council house tenants and the financial de-regulation of the Big Bang – benefited the South more than the North. It seems reasonable to suggest that Thatcher was negligent of the North, and through this she gave New Labour the ammunition to target her as anti-Northern. Gordon Brown exploited the North–South divide for political advantage: Thatcher had ‘attacked the North’ and ‘systematically destroyed’ its economy. The divide would persist under New Labour, but the rhetorical heat died down.

Writing in The Times on 24 October 2020, Robert Crampton, who’s from Hull, recalled the North–South divide of the 1980s as ‘poisonous’, and fretted that it might be opening up again, as a result of resistance from the North to underfunded lockdowns imposed from London by Boris Johnson. Johnson’s background could be described as cosmopolitan, since he was born in Manhattan, and spent part of his childhood in Washington DC and Brussels. But when you factor in childhood stints in Oxford, Somerset and London, and the fact that he made his political name as Mayor of London, it all adds up to pure southern-ness. Even so, the North fell for his dubious charms in the 2019 election, and the ‘Red Wall’ of safe Northern Labour seats became blue. I think of this much as if an old girlfriend had taken up with some notorious cad – none of my business really, but vexing nonetheless. How has the Conservative Party, led by this ‘southern show-off’ (in the words of Andy Burnham, Mayor of Manchester) become the repository of Northern hopes? We might blame Brexit, or the priggishness of the modern Labour Party, or the deindustrialisation that has dissolved the Northern identity; or we might put it down to the shape-shifting nous of Johnson and the Conservative Party.

Robert Crampton decided that the old North–South fight was probably not about to kick off again, because there had been a cultural rapprochement since the 1980s: ‘You can hear unmoderated Northern accents in broadcast news and current affairs – Chris Mason (West Yorkshire), Nick Robinson (Manchester), Steph McGovern (Middlesbrough) – in a way you didn’t when I was growing up . . . North and South,’ he added, ‘we’re all watching American or Danish or Spanish box sets rather than arguing over the merits of Room at the Top or Brideshead Revisited.’

The miners’ strike still reverberates, however. In Yorkshire: A Lyrical History of England’s Greatest County, Richard Morris writes, ‘The defeat changed Yorkshire as a landscape, as a community and as an idea. It also changed Britain. And like the end of the Cold War with which it roughly coincided, we still have no sure idea what this means.’

I’m pretty certain about one consequence of the strike: I determined to become a writer, specialising in the North– South tensions the strike had highlighted, like somebody who picks at a scab, which, in the context of strikes, is not as bad as being a scab, but not the most honourable ambition, and the amelioration described by Crampton means it is not one that any young writer would entertain today.

I had better say something about the formulation of this ambition.

Educationally, I experienced what is known as a roller-coaster ride. I was probably among the top half-dozen students at my state primary school in York, so I was disappointed not to pass the Eleven Plus, and even after all these years I feel compelled to mention that the school in question was run by a ‘progressive’ headmaster who didn’t like the Eleven Plus, and so didn’t coach pupils for it, or prepare them in any way, with the result that only the top two in my year did pass it. This failure made me both more and less Yorkshire. Less in that I was diverted away from Nunthorpe Grammar school, est. 1920, which my father had attended, and was a York landmark, being centrally located, and the breeding ground of some eminent Yorkshiremen (it being a boys’ school), including the ex-Liberal Democrat leader Vince Cable – he was head boy – and sometime England football manager Steve McClaren.

On the other hand, attending Ashfield Secondary Modern, which was in a new building on the edge of town (sufficiently undistinguished to have been flattened a few years after I left), made me more Yorkshire in the sense that it consigned me to a more working-class and industrial milieu than would have obtained at the grammar school. I have a CSE Grade 1 in woodwork, for example, which, I will have readers know, is an ‘O-level equivalent’. I probably scored 100 per cent in woodwork theory, but only scraped through the practical thanks to the intervention of the hardest kid in the school, who was on the same workbench as me, and was so appalled to see me planing against the grain that he silently walked over and, crossly gesturing at me to step aside, reversed the position of my piece of wood in the vice, thereby nobly risking his own disqualification from the exam, which would have been disastrous for him, given that he was an excellent woodworker. Today he is a successful joiner in York, probably earning more money than me.

I did get to the grammar school eventually – to attend the sixth form where, after a slow start, I got the hang of essay writing. After a mock exam, one of the teachers said, ‘Just remind me – which boys were down to do Oxbridge?’ and when I saw another secondary modern transferee raise his hand, I was so indignant that he had been co-opted to this elite cohort that I raised my hand, even though I was not down to do Oxbridge, no teacher having seen fit to put me down. But somehow no objection was ever raised to my becoming a ‘history boy’, to almost quote the title of Alan Bennett’s autobiographical play about Oxbridge applicants at a Sheffield grammar school – a title dating from a more gendered time. The play was first performed in 2004. I went ‘up’ (as we Oxonians annoy people by saying) in 1981, but I was aware at the time I applied of the Bennett-ian precedent. The careers of J. B. Priestley and Michael Palin also suggested that the path from more-or-less working-class Yorkshire to Oxford could lead on to a successful media career.

There seemed a particularly strong connection between Oxford and Yorkshire in 1981, since Brideshead Revisited was serialised on TV in that year, and the scenes featuring the family of Sebastian Flyte, the gorgeous toff, were filmed at Castle Howard, near York. To underline the connection, it turned out a daily train connected York and Oxford directly, albeit as part of its meandering course from Aberdeen to Cornwall.

Naturally, my three years at Oxford only increased my North–South complex. I was very aware of my Yorkshire accent and so were other people. One tutorial partner of mine said, ‘Your accent sounds Yorkshire-but-trying-to-be-posh,’ which was devastating, since he really was posh. Particularly perilous was the Yorkshire ‘u’ sound, which seems to be visually represented by the shape of the letter, being a sudden plunge. I would modify my pronunciation of ‘pub’ to something more like ‘pab’. The plunging ‘u’ might also be involved in the word ‘love’, but that hardly ever came up during my university years, whereas ‘pub’ came up on a daily basis.

I got to know some old-Etonians, who were more tolerant of provincials than southern minor public-school types, being more socially confident. They had more ‘off’, in Yorkshire terms. I became quite close with one particular OE. He carried a picture of his family home in his wallet, and, early in our acquaintance, he showed me this snap, explaining, ‘It’s only half the house, really. It’s too big to fit on a single photograph.’ After our finals, we had a more-or-less formal parting over a glass of whisky in his rooms. ‘I suppose this is goodbye,’ he said. ‘I doubt we will be meeting much in the future. It’s a shame, but our lives will take us on different paths.’ That was true enough, and I was soon back to the North–South rat run, living tenuously in London and returning frequently to Yorkshire from King’s Cross.

But I don’t want to denigrate my time in Oxford; that would be ungrateful. I have never again had the same sense of well-being as I experienced on early summer evenings there, with mellow church bells directing some undergraduates towards evensong, and reminding me that it was time for an aperitif in a lovely little wood-panelled pub called the Bear. Some Japanese tourists once asked to photograph me as I lounged in the doorway, sipping white wine and smoking a cigarette while dressed in my academic gown, suit and – I fear – a bow tie. Naturally, I consented to be photographed, adopting various Brideshead-ian poses for numerous snaps, and in that moment I briefly transcended my Yorkshireness.

I loved being at Oxford, and Dad loved me being there as well, his letters expressing such happy Yorkshire sentiments as, ‘I’m saving an absolute fortune on breakfast cereal.’ His letters to me were always signed off with a Yorkshire reticence – ‘regards’, not ‘love’ – and I try to keep that up with my own sons. ‘Love’ is too emotionally demanding; no need to spell it out. I was disappointed that, on the one day that Dad actually took that meandering train to come and see me in Oxford, a grey drizzle was falling, and the town did not look its best. As I collected Dad from Oxford’s particularly ugly railway station, he said, ‘Where’s all these bloody dreaming spires, then?’

In London, I pursued a faltering career in journalism, but I’d return to York at least once a month, on my ‘Priv’. What would happen is that I would run out of money, or just lose heart, so I’d go home to scrounge off Dad and have a couple of evenings in the relatively cheap pleasure grounds of the York pubs. I continued to return home regularly even after I’d forfeited my Priv Ticket, having supposedly become gainfully employed as a journalist. I had many tense moments at that Lloyd’s Bank cashpoint near the Cross, since I was always overdrawn. As a rule, the machine coughed up the necessary thirty quid, and I’d go into the ticket office, which used to be located in a plastic-looking canopy attached to the front of the station, obscuring the elegance of Cubitt’s façade.

It was usually late on a Friday night, and there was no guarantee there’d be any affordable tickets left. Back then, the tickets were ready-made, not printed on demand as today. Under the white fluorescent lights, with fag smoke writhing in the glare, I’d join the queue for ‘immediate travel’. As each successive customer was served, the clerk would reach into a big white drawer – like a drawer in a 1970s fitted kitchen – and magnanimously hand over the means of returning to the Yorkshire comfort zone. But some of the clerks – all Londoners – would retreat through a back door for a tea break just as I approached, as if tormenting me, knowing I hadn’t the means to survive another week in the capital, and perhaps attributing this to my refusal to buckle down to a lowly clerk’s job like their own. It might be five minutes until another Londoner (or the same one again) would reappear holding a coffee mug and the keys to the important drawer. It seemed to me that I was recognised as a regular by some of these clerks, and I feared they were on the brink of saying, ‘I wish you’d bloody make up your mind where you want to live,’ or ‘Another week of failure in London, eh?’

After I’d secured the ticket there would ideally be time and money left for a celebratory pint in the Duke of York – the one on the departure platform. It was not a charming pub. Reviews written online before its closure survive in a ghostly way: ‘As everyone is transient you cannot expect much of an atmosphere . . . Station pub . . . overpriced and served a transient clientele . . . Toilets show which Northern football teams have passed through in recent years and the names of their “firms”.’ But I was a transient too; like the Grand Old Duke of York himself, I was neither up nor down. The whole of that departure platform – which had once contained a tea room, both a ‘general’ and a ladies’ waiting room, a booking office and an enquiry office – seemed festive because it was the start of the journey home. By contrast, there were no facilities on the arrival platform on the opposite side. That was bleak and businesslike. You weren’t meant to hang around once you’d arrived, and if King’s Cross per se ever did become your destination in the 1970s and 1980s, that would have meant you were on the skids.

In 1986 I lost my nerve and trained as a barrister, while picking up scraps of journalism on the side. The training kept me in London, but my aim was to be a barrister on the Northern Circuit, which sounded a very nice gravy train to be aboard, and we will be seeing what became of that plan as my ambition to write reasserted itself.



_____________

* Despite the connotation of elitism, the term ‘Privilege Ticket’ is still in use in the railway industry.

* Whether it needed it or not. (I supply this familiar joke knowing that some readers would feel short-changed without it.)

* That’s set in the East Riding, but Holtby was coy about saying so explicitly.
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