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Dedicated to my family, past and present.


Foreword

I really really enjoy talking. Anyone who’s ever stumbled upon one of my radio shows will have no doubt about that.

I also love words and language. Maybe it’s a hangover from my A level in English Literature – I do appreciate a clever turn of phrase. Or maybe this love precedes my years at sixth form – perhaps the seeds were sown in Dad’s farm kitchen, my nana’s front room or the pub where Mum ruled the roost as landlady: conversation, gossip, wry observations, banter – all swirling around me in a whirlwind of words as I sat quietly in the eye of the storm, soaking it all up.

Painting pictures with words is something I try to do on the wireless – conjuring up images that will hopefully transport the listeners to another place, whisking them away from their desks or the gridlocked traffic on the M6.

I love the buzz of making people laugh too. As the youngest of five I worked out pretty early on that the best way to get any attention from the grown-ups was to clown about. Not much has changed.

This book, then, is an extension of all the above. A big wordy pie packed with all the people, places and ponderings from my first twenty years on this glorious planet. I hope you enjoy tucking into it.

I wanted to tell the story of my upbringing on the farm because whenever I chatted to anyone about whether I could write AN ACTUAL BOOK I discovered my most vivid memories were always about the farm – wherever the sentence began it’d inevitably finish on a pony, by a tractor or in a field with some cows.

The farm is my dad’s – he still lives there. I’ve always been a certified daddy’s girl so it’s been really rather lovely documenting our relationship, which, aside from my husband Ben and the kids, has been the biggest love story of my life.

Having said that, there’s a little twist in the book. No, I’m not adopted (despite my four older siblings occasionally telling me I was found wrapped in chippy paper by the barn door), but writing this book has certainly helped me to unearth the person who I really have to thank/blame for making me who I am today. Typical – only I could write a book and surprise myself with its punchline.

The farm is the place where my story began and now it’s part of my children’s story too; Lola, Isaac and Renee love being at Grandad’s to fuss over a newborn calf or clamber over the hay bales in the barn, just like I did.

They are another reason for writing this book. They just know me as Mummy – shouter of ‘HURRY UP, we’re now officially late!’ in the morning and ‘For the umpteenth time, BRUSH YOUR TEETH AND GET TO BED!’ in the evening … and someone who talks on the radio and pops up on the telly.

I want them to know that as well as head chef and bottle washer I’m another person – a farmer’s daughter, a former bullying victim, an ex-supermodel-cum-barmaid. I’m also hoping that if they know where I’ve literally come from then they’ll understand better where I’m coming from when I nag them about wasting food, working hard, respecting their elders – all the stuff that punctuated my childhood (and therefore this book) and is a big part of who I am.

Now I’m older and approaching my thirties (OK, my mid-forties, whatever) I’ve become more fascinated by what – or rather who – came before me. I want to keep the memory alive of those people who shaped me but are no longer here. Through this book my own children can get to meet their maternal great-grandparents for the first time. I’ve tried to freeze-frame some moments from our family’s history for my children (and perhaps theirs one day) to savour.

I think it’s human nature that as we journey further away from our childhood, we yearn to return, to arc round, circle back towards the things that shaped us from the beginning – the people, the places, the food, the music. The land we lived on. For me it’s my dad’s farmyard, the streets where I played out, the lanes I drove down to my boyfriend’s, the outdoor steps in faraway countries I sat on smoking with my best friend.

Like a thousand-piece jigsaw, all these places slot together to make me who I am. Each friend, each holiday, every family member has added a pencil stroke to the sketch of my life – the portrait of me as a person.

From idolising Lady Diana and several regrettable perms, to being spooked by Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’ video, the polyester-clad eighties feature heavily in my story and it’s a decade I remember with fondness and relish still today.

Looking back helps us to focus on who we are now. I don’t feel I’m much different to the scrawny girl who was insecure and shy at school, but so secure at home nestled among my family that I was a confirmed show-off. Now I guess I’m just brave enough to do my showing off in the most public of ways, on the radio or telly.

Self-belief is a fragile, intricate structure, built up over years, getting stronger over time but still easily wobbled by a setback or criticism. How different am I now from the kid in the corridor praying the teacher arrives at the classroom before the bullies do?

Writing this book has also allowed me to accept my weaknesses and forgive myself for being bullied. I’ve felt frustrated at my seeming willingness to allow myself to be picked on, but as I’ve rifled through those memories I realise it wasn’t my fault; I was powerless and scared – stuck between a rock and a hard-nosed thugette.

We should all look back and be proud of where we’ve come from and how we’ve grown. Occasional pluckiness should be applauded – from riding injuries to crossing continents pocketing adventures and a bit of cash along the way. And moments of fear should be met with compassion and kindness.

I hope you enjoy my jaunt back in time to Bolton, the glorious north – the place whose name runs through my very centre as if I were a stick of seaside rock.

Bolton is a town that’s seen many changes through the years and has struggled to find a new identity since its traditional industries disappeared, but what makes the place is the people – stoic, friendly, practical, kind and hilarious.

Like any working-class town we know how to work hard and play hard. And I’m hoping this book will be a bit like a night in the pub, swapping stories about our upbringing – some funny, some poignant, some far-fetched. So pull up a stool, mine’s a G&T, and let’s begin …


1. One Girl and her Head

‘Just jump!’ So I did. It didn’t go well. Let me explain. I was perched on the end of the loft platform in the barn on the farm where we lived. It was summertime, just before haymaking when all the lovely fresh hay would be brought in by an army of pals and helpers, fuelled by tea and ham butties.

Now, though, the barn was almost empty save for a few old bales knocking around on the dusty floor and a pile of half a dozen or so right next to the loft. These were to be my crash mat. All I had to do was launch myself from my position sitting up in the loft and push away from the wall, gliding majestically onto the scratchy landing below. Think ‘falcon fledgling’s maiden flight from its perch on a cliff’. It was a drop of perhaps eight feet, but to my seven-year-old mind the chasm below might as well have been the Grand Canyon. Or, seeing as this was Bolton, the ‘Reet Grand Canyon’.

My older sister Yvonne was the one encouraging me to jump. I was grateful that she was playing with me so I was keen to impress. As the youngest of five I was used to being a walking, talking booby prize to my older siblings. An unwelcome addition. A skin tag on the neck of fun. Like stabilisers on a bike I slowed them down and made them look uncool.

The unruly gang of scuffed-kneed siblings was led by Robert, the eldest, boasting a full twelve years on me. He was tall and bonnie with a snub nose and dark hair. He had a deep authoritative voice even as a teenager and was caring and sensible in equal measure. Next came the twins, a mere twenty months his junior. David – tall and slim, matching dark mop above a shower of freckles, and a practical nature but more shy than Robert. Dot – younger than David by two minutes and comfortable in the protective shadow of her older brothers, sensitive, willowy, with a sweet face and pale aqua eyes framed by fine mousey locks. Next was Yvonne, much younger than them but a full four years older than me – she wore her seniority with pride; long dark-blonde hair, olive-green eyes and porcelain skin, lips often chapped during winter so that in old faded photos she looks like she’s wearing a smudge of red lippy. They were bigger than me – faster, stronger, busier. I seemed to stand rejected in their slipstream whenever they went about their business.

If they tried to sneak off on some adventure they’d edge away along the farm lane and just as they thought they’d escaped, Mum’s loud, bird-startling voice would boom out, ‘Take Sarah with you!’ I’d emerge from behind her (while I still could before I outgrew her – Mum is tiny, a 4'11" pocket-sized, bespectacled badass, with an impressive bosom and cracking legs) and, with her cropped permed hair – blonde, auburn, hazelnut-coloured depending on the week – quivering, she’d holler instructions to them. She’s a force to be reckoned with even now – a sharp tongue but a soft heart – you always know where you are with Mum and even if you’re in the doghouse she won’t let you languish there for long. Confident, funny. Really loves to natter on. This apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree.

Back then though I was half girl, half forehead – a trait that was a target for classmates, both figuratively with a plethora of nicknames (slaphead, fivehead, fodder) and literally as they’d heartily slap it while running past, high-fiving my fivehead.

So the fact my sister had agreed to hang out with me and my forehead was a big deal. Sure, the downside was she wanted me to jump off high stuff to certain death for her own amusement, but at least I’d die knowing I wasn’t a chicken. Turns out I wasn’t a falcon either.

I took a deep breath. I jumped. I didn’t push away from the platform, though, I sort of nudged my bottom over the edge, so instead of springing away from the wall I slid down it like a blob of custard dripping down a kitchen tile.

In fact I stuck so closely to the wall, hurtling down on my shoulder blades like sledge runners, that I didn’t even make it onto the bales below but tumbled between them and the wall, like a lost mitten down the back of a radiator.

I looked up to see my sister’s horrified face frozen in a grimace – part sympathy, part worry in case I grassed her up to Mum, and part admiration at how I’d managed a vertical human bobsleigh down a barn wall.

The good news was I didn’t die and I didn’t break any bones. The only evidence of my misjudged jump was the two red raw tramlines down my back that made me look like I’d been mowed down by a joyrider in a Silver Cross pram.


2. Making an Entrance

Growing up on my parents’ farm in the seventies and eighties was like having my very own slightly deadly adventure playground, and us kids were often getting into scrapes.

Grundy Fold Farm is still there and my dad still runs it. It isn’t vast – discard the picture you may have in your mind’s eye of rolling hills stretching as far as the eye can see, like a giant’s patchwork quilt. In a soft furnishing analogy it’s less quilt, more fabric swatch.

It’s a small tenanted holding. It used to be around forty acres but now is more like fifteen thanks to the surrounding housing estates, the semi-detached red-brick homes seeming to shuffle silently ever closer to the farmhouse, tarmac inching over the outskirts of Dad’s fields, steadily nibbling away at its edges.

From the farmyard you can look out over the front field and imagine you’re in the countryside but a quick glance to the left and you see the homes that now hug the farm lane, back-garden trampolines peeping over the fences.

Still, it is a proper farm and my dad’s a proper farmer, as were his dad and his own father before him. In fact, farming goes way back in our bloodline. A TV show about family history asked me to feature, to look at my forebears’ role in the world wars, but after further investigation it became apparent that on Dad’s side no one fought in any conflicts because as far back as records went the menfolk were listed as ‘farmer’ or ‘butcher’ – occupations excused from call-up because they provided food for the nation. My Cox ancestors brandished not a bayonet during wartime but a joint of beef.

My dad, Len, is still working hard on the farm. He’s over six feet tall and gifted all us offspring his long legs. A face that’s as handsome as it is lived-in, with pale-blue eyes, kind and crinkled, sitting underneath a nearly bald head that’s tanned from being outdoors all seasons. He has a slight limp thanks to a badly broken ankle years ago, so he walks like he’s got a bit of gravel in his boot. Driving the tractor, handling the cattle, lugging bales around and ‘shovelling cack’ (his words, not mine) have kept him fit and strong. His hands are the size of dinner plates and he’s tough.

I’ve seen him smash through ice with his bare hands when the cows’ water troughs have frozen over. It may or may not have been a coincidence that he did that once in front of a new boyfriend I’d taken up to meet him; a kind of ‘Watch it, son. If I can do this to three inches of solid ice imagine what I could do to your neck if you dick my daughter about.’

The few boyfriends who were deemed good enough to get to the farm always looked meek and slightly pathetic, stood in my dad’s mighty shadow, quivering in their borrowed wellies that looked as alien on them as kitten heels on a cow.

Spoken like a true daddy’s girl, I know.

Like any family ours has had its dramas, and when my mum met Dad she was a petite nineteen-year-old and he was a divorced older man with three young children to look after: a boy of six called Robert and four and a half year-old twins, Dorothy and David.

Mum fell in love with Dad and with his kids, raising them as her own. Having kids now myself, I find that pretty bloody mind-boggling – it was a testament to how much she must’ve loved Dad (and how gorgeous the kids were too) that Mum didn’t saddle up the nearest heifer and gallop off into the sunset. I’m glad she stuck around because a few years later they had my sister Yvonne and then, in December 1974, I put in an appearance.

Mum’s story of my birth was less Call the Midwife and more Carry on Through the Cervix.

Being an awkward madam, I decided I wanted to rock a breech vibe and come out feet first, which, you don’t need to be a genius to work out, stings a bit for the poor labouring woman.

Mum recalls how, with it being mid-December (Friday the 13th no less), the doctor who had been summoned to help had arrived straight from the hospital’s Christmas party.

I like to think he’d been pulled out of the midsection of a conga chain and diverted to the labour ward, possibly with a few pissed orderlies still attached.

I also imagine his tie was wonky and he was still wearing a cone party hat held on with an elastic chinstrap. This was 1974 so I’m certain he’d have been wearing a swirly patterned shirt, possibly in orange, with brown flares. According to Mum he’d been enthusiastically putting the ‘merry’ into Merry Christmas and was half-cut to the extent that, once I was safely out, when Mum needed a little patching up, he had to close one eye as he struggled to thread the needle, tongue poking out of the corner of his mouth in concentration.

Knowing my mother, this last detail could be an embellishment, but she swears it’s true. In fact, when I recently put it to Mum that these details seemed a little over the top she even added to them, saying the young doctor had a bottle of Cinzano tucked under his arm.

My entrance into the world wasn’t straightforward. Not only was I greeted at the door by a pissed man wearing a party hat like some rubbish seventies housewarming, but I was born with a dislocated hip and an allergy to milk.

Mum had to sit my four siblings down and gently explain that I was a ‘special baby’. It’s probably best they had a heads-up; I wasn’t wearing the usual newborn attire of a cute Babygro but instead a contraption that was half dungarees, half tree-surgeon harness, with straps over my shoulders and round my waist and connected to my ankles. This look was topped off, literally, with my magnificent forehead, a bonnet stretched over the tip, like a tea cosy on a missile.

Despite being fixed by the clever doctors my legs have let me down on occasion. During times of extreme pressure and physical exertion I’d often come a cropper. I’m no natural athlete and I maintain to this day a spring onion shape. Some women lament being apple- or pear-shaped but with my aforementioned acre of forehead plastered across my huge head and my lack of hips that whittle away down to skinny long legs I’m a dead ringer for a scallion.

I was never therefore very aerodynamic and struggled with running fast, my long legs going like the clappers with my gargantuan noggin bobbin about on top. From a distance I probably looked like I was running holding a helium balloon.

I dreaded sports days and struggled to find an event I could master. I sacked off the sack race and wasn’t particularly smashing at the egg and spoon.

On one sports day I decided to go for glory. I was to compete in the 100m sprint. In fact, that’s probably overstating it. I was five years old and the track was about twenty yards of a dusty sports field. As I stepped up to the starting line I looked sideways at my competitors, ready to take them down. I managed to block out the roar of the crowd (a few teachers and a handful of mums) so I could focus.

We took our positions and as the firing pistol rang out (whistle was blown) we surged forward, necks straining, arms pumping, legs flying.

At least that’s what the other kids did. Not me. The pressure to perform and the flood of adrenaline through my skinny limbs meant that when the whistle blew, my legs gave way and I crumpled to the floor like one of Fred Dibnah’s chimney stacks.

As the other kids streamed through the finish ribbon, I was marooned at the start. Mum came and gathered me up from the floor and dusted me down. Usually after an unsuccessful race your mum can say ‘It’s not the winning that’s important but the taking part’ but I didn’t even manage that.

My school had two fantastic assets. The first was chocolate custard – a now rarely seen substance served at the same temperature as the earth’s core and the same consistency as emulsion. The Farrow & Ball colour equivalent would be ‘wet spaniel’ or ‘conker vomit’. The other good thing was the school’s proximity to our farm.

The sports field that witnessed my start-line humiliation ran parallel with my dad’s fields, separated by a line of prickly yew trees and a wooden fence.

Beyond that lay Dad’s fields, split into wonky slices by trees and barbed-wire fences, the broad iron gates allowing passage from field to field.

Each gate swung out over a worn-away area. In wet times it was a welly-snatching trap to navigate – all ploughed up by the cattle, congregating in the hope of being let into the dry or at the very least getting a few slices of sweet hay. In summer it became bald and dusty from the tractor and trailer driving through, compacting the hard earth.

Beyond the front fields lay four more, each with a name: the pond (containing a pond), the open cast, the lane, and Stopes, named after the road that ran alongside it.

From the school playground I could see the front fields and the barn, a vast light-grey brick block, its upper section made up of slats of pale wood.

The proximity of the farm was a source of both joy and pain; although it was torturous in that I was so close and yet so far away from home (just taking off and popping home for a swift half of Vimto was firmly discouraged by the spoilsport teachers), I still loved to be able to gawp out of the windows daydreaming and see home.

Not only could I see home, unfortunately I (and everyone else) could often smell it too.

In early spring Dad would take a huge orange tank, like a massive can of pop on its side, fill it with liquid slurry, hook it up to his tractor and take off around the fields, liberally spraying ample amounts of nutrient-packed but extremely whiffy poo smoothie.

The aroma would travel quickly and at playtime us kids were hit with the dense stench; a bit like the famous gravy advert, but as the wisps of scent danced through air towards their eager nostrils, instead of ‘Mmmm … Bisto’ they said ‘Urgh … poo’, quickly followed by shouts of ‘Oi Coxy, that’s your dad making that smell.’

I began to dread this time of year as I knew the kids would give me as much shit as my dad was spreading.
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