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This book is dedicated to

John William Parkinson, 1903–76,

Yorkshireman and miner.
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 ‘The present is not . . . a hard line of demarcation between two opposite worlds, but a gentle mist through which they wander leisurely.’

 

Emile Cammaerts, 1930


Preface

To live in hearts we leave behind,

Is not to die.

 

Thomas Campbell
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John William Parkinson: ‘I only

hope they play cricket in heaven. If

they don’t he’ll ask for a transfer.’
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The piece below is a remembrance of my father that was featured in a collection of my articles called Parkinson’s Lore, published in 1981. What I wrote then still sums up what I feel about him today.

 

I was never told fairy tales as a child. Instead I heard about Larwood’s action and Hobbs’s perfection. Before I ever saw him play I knew Len Hutton intimately, and the first time I witnessed Stanley Matthews in the flesh I knew which way he was going even if the full-back didn’t. The stories of these gods, and many, many more besides, I heard at my father’s knee.

He was a remarkable man with a marvellous facility to adorn an anecdote. It was he who invented the gate, complete with attendant, which was built in honour of a Barnsley winger who could run like the wind but didn’t know how to stop. At the end of one of his gallops the gate would be opened and the winger would career through and out of the ground to finally come to a stop halfway across the car park. Or so Dad said.

It was he who told me of the full-back whose fearsome sliding tackles carried him into the wall surrounding the ground, causing the spectators to start wearing goggles at home games for fear of being blinded by flying chips of concrete. Frank Barson, he assured me, once ran the entire length of the field bouncing the ball on his head, beat the opposing goalkeeper and then headed his final effort over the crossbar because he’d had a row with his manager before the game.

Moreover, the old man swore he managed to see Len Hutton’s 364 at The Oval by convincing the gate attendant that he was dying of some incurable disease and his last wish was to see Len before he took leave of this earth. I never swallowed that one until once at a football match where the gates were closed I witnessed him convince a gateman that he was a journalist and I was his runner. I was seven at the time, and it was the very first occasion I watched a football match from a press box.

Apart from being a fairy-story teller he was one of the best all-round sportsmen I have come across. He loved any game, and as soon as he took it up he played it well. I never saw him play football, but I have been told that he did a fair imitation of Wilf Copping. As a cricketer he was a quick bowler with an action copied from his great hero, Harold Larwood.

He had a marvellous agility and a sure pair of hands near the bat, and as a batsman he was a genuine No 11 who often didn’t know whether he’d play left- or right-handed until he got to the crease. Not that it made much difference.

Of all games he loved cricket the most. He judged everything and everyone by the game. The only time I ever saw him lost for words was when someone confessed they neither knew nor cared about cricket. Then he would shake his head, sadly baffled that a great part of his world – for cricket was surely that – could mean so little to any other sane human being. Once a friend and I took him to Headingley and sat him behind the bowler’s arm and he never moved all day. We brought him pork pies and sandwiches and good Yorkshire beer, and he sat under his native sun watching Lillee bowl fast and he was the happiest man on our planet.

You always knew where my old man would be on any cricket ground: right behind the bowler’s arm. Moreover, if you ever lost him, or he lost himself – as he often did, being born without a sense of direction – you simply asked the whereabouts of the nearest cricket ground and there you would discover the old man sitting contentedly awaiting the arrival of his search party.

In his younger days his favourite holiday was a week at Scarbro’ – which he reckoned had the best beach wicket in Britain – or Butlin’s, not because he particularly cared for the idea of a holiday camp, but because of the sporting competitions. He used to enter the lot and normally came home with a couple of trophies for snooker or running or the mixed wheelbarrow race. He entered everything and anything and owed much of his success to his ability to talk an opponent to death. I once heard an irate tennis opponent say to him, ‘Doesn’t tha’ ever shut thi’ gob?’

‘Only when other people are talking,’ said my old man, with a disarming smile.

When he finished playing he took up coaching, first the local youngsters and latterly his three grandchildren. They, like me, are left-handed batsmen. Not because God made them so, but because the old man’s theory was that not many players like bowling to left-handers. His other theory, based on a lifetime’s experience, was that fast bowlers are crazy, so he determined to make at least one of my sons a slow bowler.

The consequence of this is that I once had the only eight-year-old googly bowler in the northern hemisphere. At ten he added the top-spinner to his repertoire and when he was twelve the old man’s face was a picture as his protégé beat me with a googly and then had me plumb in front of the dustbin with one that hurried off the pitch and came straight through.

The old man’s name was John William, and he hated John Willy. If anyone addressed him thus when he was playing in his prime, the red alert went up and the casualty ward at Barnsley Beckett Hospital could look forward to receiving visitors.

He’s been dead for many years now, but I still think about him because he was a special man and I was lucky to know him. He was a Yorkshireman, a miner, a humorist and a fast bowler. Not a bad combination.

I only hope they play cricket in heaven. If they don’t he’ll ask for a transfer.

 

This book is a tender tribute to a wonderful man, an attempt to understand the grip of grief and the emotional minefield that is the relationship between a father and a son, and to see how much was passed on to me by him and what still lives within me. It is at its heart a love letter from me and every part of my family lucky enough to know my father, John William Parkinson.

It is, however, a book that has also had a long gestation period, mainly because of my resistance to it. It is one that my friend and long-time publisher, Roddy Bloomfield, has had in mind ever since he began compiling the pieces that I wrote for the Sunday Times and other publications into books on cricket, football and sport in general and discovered that, alongside ‘Skinner’ Normanton, ‘Muscle’ Eadie and other sporting luminaries of my youth, the figure that appeared most prominently in my pen portraits of sport in a northern mining village and the role it played in my childhood was my father.

Roddy’s appetite for a book that concentrates upon this enormous influence on my life was increased by the publication of my autobiography, Parky, in 2008. He has been politely pushing the issue ever since, whilst I have been politely diverting his attention with offerings on Muhammad Ali and George Best, as well as some fulsome pitching of other ideas for books, such as the history of the Grimethorpe Colliery Band, a celebration of the hitherto little-known sport of South Yorkshire competitive clog dancing and a cookery book entitled Parky’s 100 Recipes with Forced Rhubarb.

Undeterred, Roddy has kept up the pressure, but being a man of impeccable manners, his insistence makes me feel like a recalcitrant sinner being pursued by a softly spoken, bookish Monsignor. However, there is a serious reason why I’ve only got around to writing this now and that’s because I felt that in the pieces I mentioned above I had told my father’s story, or at least in the way I wanted to remember it, and in so doing made clear my love for him and the influence he has had on me. But then I agreed to appear on Piers Morgan’s talk show and the book was finally born.
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