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  GOING UNDERGROUND


  Lamp, hobnail boots, tin hat, haversack packed with pliers, screwdrivers and spanners – these were my first tools. Before the white lights of the world’s biggest football stadiums shone on my endeavours, my working life began in darkness. When I was fifteen and a half years old and a football addict leaving school to earn a living underground, Wembley, the Maracana and the Nou Camp glowed in a distant galaxy. The single ray of bright­ness that lit my path came from the lamp clamped to my metal hat. I was a raw boy, following my father into the subterranean corri­dors of the Langley Park colliery, the heart of our small mining village, some four miles from the cathedral city of Durham.


  I was a Geordie lad and another clean recruit for the National Coal Board, who employed some 650 men to excavate the Busty and Brockwell seams in a community that came into being, in the mid-1870s, solely to hack coal from the walls of this vast underground fuel store. In those post-war years pit ponies had yet to be fully liberated from the mines. As I dig for memories now, I peer back fifty-six years and see myself as a trainee electrician, walking to the mouth of the shaft with an older man detailed to be my ‘mate’, who would teach and protect me as I served my apprenticeship deep below the fields and football pitches of my beloved North East. I hear the clank of the switch and feel the metal floor plunge, sucking us into the blackened cavern from where we began our long walk to the coalface, trouble-shooting along the way.


  We electricians would arrive at our depot at 7 a.m. to find out what was on the agenda, what repairs were needed. We’d be told where the target area was and head there before the men who extracted the coal formed their long queue to descend. Sometimes our destination would be a three-mile walk from the pit shaft, and we would trudge there, not with our backs straight but leaning forward to avoid banging our heads on the low dark ceiling. On those long treks I learned how to walk with a stoop – bent double, sometimes, supporting my pack as I went. There was no hitchhiking underground. We were fined if we snatched a ride on one of the coal trucks that crept up behind us on rails. The only way to know they were coming was from the rumble in the dark. Every 300 yards or so a recess allowed you to evade the hurtling wagons, and in these alcoves you were able to stand erect and stretch the muscles in your back.


  The lamp was attached to the tin hat, with a heavy alkaline battery at the back of the helmet. It was claustrophobic and pitch black if your light went out – and I mean pitch black. The area around the pit shaft was always lit but the farther you went towards the coalface the darker it became. One of our duties was to lay cables for lighting and cutting equipment; another was the constant cycle of repairs to lights and machinery that kept the men on the front line, gouging out fuel for the country to burn. We would be down the pit for a minimum of six or seven hours a day, and come back up at around three. Then we had an hour of tidying up before clocking off at 4 p.m. I would walk home over the bridge, and be through the front door by twenty-past, totally black, ready to turn my thoughts to the sporting passion that was to raise me to the surface once and for all.


  My electrician’s apprenticeship was served mostly below the surface. We learned our skills on the job. My work mattered to me and I was determined to be good at it because there was no guarantee I was going to make the grade as a footballer. Two or three evenings a week I would go off to night school in Durham, where I studied electrical engineering, maths and technical draw­ing. My brother Tom did the same. I had graduated to S1 level, as it used to be called, when I signed for Fulham and left that blackened world behind.


  In total, I spent eighteen months underground – a year and a half of going down there every working day – a teenager, an adolescent, following the path of virtually all the young men in our village. Fate kept me safe. Apart from a few collisions between my head and a girder or a low ceiling, the odd slip on uneven ground and some cut fingers, I didn’t have any accidents, but the occasional close shave compounded the constant sense of lurking danger. I knew plenty about electrical currents, so I was always careful around the cables and wires.


  Mercifully, there were no serious pit accidents in my time below the soil of Langley Park, although my father lost an eye after a mishap underground. He ended his mining career with a glass replacement, which at first glance was almost indistinguish­able from a real eye. It must have left him feeling terribly scarred, yet we never discussed either the accident itself or how he felt about having such an obvious physical disability – not once.


  For a fifteen-year-old, exhaustion was the heaviest burden. At the end of a shift I would be utterly worn out making the long journey back to the lift shaft. Again, it never entered my head to jump on a passing wagon, because my instinct was always to follow the rules. Some miners would leap in the empty carts rattling towards the coalface but they had to keep their heads down because the trucks were made to measure, and so any raising of the forehead could result in decapitation. Coming back, of course, the trucks were full of coal, which left no room for stowaways. My mate, who oversaw my education, taught me well. He was a real professional, disciplined and conscientious. He didn’t play about. There were some great characters to be found along those narrow shafts – tough guys, hardy guys, who loved sport. Their strength was conveyed not through words but actions. They played cricket and bowls and dominoes and knew their football inside out. I can see them now, taking each other on at one game or another, or supping a pint and sucking a cigarette.


  Like all working-class lads, I had to take my turn as the butt of colliery humour. I particularly remember a little trick my older colleagues played on me, the sort of thing that happened to all boys in their first week. A woodwork shop, an electrical shop and an engineering store were to be found around the pit head. One day one of the electricians told me to call in at the fitting shop for something called a long-stand.


  ‘See the boss and tell him you need a long-stand,’ he said. ‘You’ll get one there.’ It was my first week. I was a mere kid and in no position to challenge an order. So off I went to discharge this important mission.


  ‘I need a long-stand,’ I told the chap behind the counter.


  ‘No problem,’ he said. ‘Stand there, in the corner.’


  I shuffled over to the spot he had pointed to and waited for thirty minutes before it dawned on me, and then only because the guy in charge called over.


  ‘How long have you been there?’ he asked.


  ‘Half an hour,’ I replied.


  ‘Well, that’s your long-stand,’ he said. ‘Now get back to your shop.’


  In my day, there was no such thing as a colliery bath, or bathrooms in colliery houses, so I would wash at home in the family’s tin tub. It made a shocking mess. I don’t know how my mother coped, what with my dad and me having to wash our­selves from black to white every night. A miner never felt that the grit and dust were quite gone from his skin or his hair but in my eagerness to put the day’s work behind me, I was pretty fastidious in washing the muck from every pore and hair. I would ask my mother to leave the room as soon as I was ready to lower myself into that tin bath and would then kneel to wash my hair.


  By the time the Coal Board started putting bathrooms in col­liery houses, I was already a professional footballer, so I never did experience the luxury of a proper enamel bath in my parents’ home, in privacy. Those bathrooms, which were created by taking a slice out one of the bedrooms, signalled the end for the outside toilet – a little torture chamber in the coldest winter months.


  This world has provided a reference point for me throughout my time in football. Once, I even used it to impress on my employers how lucky they were. At Ipswich Town, where I was manager for thirteen years, I took the whole board of directors down a shaft, at Swadlincote, near Burton-upon-Trent. My brother Tom arranged it for me. By then, Tom had gone very much up in the mining world. He had become chief engineer for the Coal Board in his district. Johnny Cobbold, the eccentric and somewhat aristocratic Ipswich chairman, was a sight to behold as he dropped below ground in overalls and tin hat. It was as if he and the other directors had entered a parallel universe.


  It is a fairly well-known fact that my father, Philip Robson, worked for fifty-one years in the mining industry and missed only one shift – just one. Hewing coal and sweeping it on to a conveyor behind him – that was my dad’s life until he was pro­moted to deputy and then overman. So there are no prizes for spotting the origins of my own appetite for hard graft. Through­out my time in football I have thrived on the routine of turning up for work early and throwing all my energy into a job. I have had very few breaks from work in my fifty-six years of toil – like father, like son.


  Dad never drank, which might help to explain his incredible stamina, his extraordinary strength. He would go to the working men’s club each Thursday night for the whist drive but confine himself to a soft drink or a cup of tea. He was a union man, a Labour man, but not active in politics. From time to time people ask whether I still identify with my working-class background and the answer is that I couldn’t fail to do so because I was brought up to be loyal to socialist principles – unity, self-reliance, helping others. Conservatives were people who had far more money than us and couldn’t possibly understand our lives under­ground. Through thrift, Dad taught me the value of a sixpence. It’s not in my nature even now to throw money around.


  I worked hard but my heart was elsewhere. I wanted to be a footballer. Those six words are found in the memoirs of all football men. They establish the basic truth but fail to convey the depth of the craving that takes men into the sport. A teacher once asked us to write a composition on what we wanted to be when we grew up. ‘A footballer,’ I wrote, aged twelve, without hesitation. All of us who make it into the professional game are led there by our hearts. It’s a compulsion we have to obey.


  Mine was formed in the streets, the backyards, the school playing fields of Langley Park, County Durham, where we moved soon after I was born, Robert William Robson, in nearby Sacris­ton on 18 February 1933 – the year Hitler came to power in Germany. My mother Lillian bore five boys in all, and with my brothers Tom, Philip, Ronald and Keith I always had playmates.


  My memory starts with the war years, which began when I was six and ended when I reached twelve. I remember vividly the flares lighting the sky over Newcastle, as the German bombers tried to pick out the heavy industrial targets of the Tyne, and I can recall the searchlights scanning the blackness for a German fuselage to strike. It was a panorama of strange light that wasn’t meant to be there. I can remember feeling afraid, scared of being bombed, as we were gathered up before taking cover. The village was near Durham, of course, a relatively safe distance from the real German targets around the Tees, Wear and Tyne. In August 1940, the Luftwaffe launched bombing raids against the North East from their bases in Norway and Denmark. The skies above our biggest cities featured prominently in the Battle of Britain. In 1941, the Newcastle Goods Station was destroyed by enemy bombs. The Germans carried out detailed aerial reconnaissance before attacking train stations, engineering plants and iron and chemical works.


  In Langley Park we were never bombed, but we could hear the rumbles above the industrial heartland of Tyneside. We had air-raid shelters in the yard, and the smell and feel of a gas mask will never leave me. Dad was in the Home Guard and the Ambulance Service. He had a passion for First Aid. I remember his tin hat, his haversack and the rifle he was given to ward off German soldiers, who, thank heavens, never made it up our shores. His patch was our village and his brief was to help defend Langley Park.


  None of the Robson men were summoned for full military duties. The eldest of my siblings, Tom, was only thirteen, so plainly none of us were going to attract the attention of the recruiting sergeant. At Fulham, when I started my playing career, I failed my medical for National Service on account of a per­forated eardrum. In fact, as boys we didn’t even play at war, as many lads of that time did. Football and cricket dominated our playtimes. On the back walls of the outside lavatories, we would chalk the posts and crossbars of our goals, and there wasn’t a car in the street to hinder our activities. Today’s children have lost a very great deal by not being able to play in the road.


  We’d play football in the schoolyard before the bell went, football at break times and football after lunch. It was a reflex, an instinct. Later, I went to a school in a neighbouring village and would use the time before the bus left at 4.30 p.m. to arrange games with a tennis ball. Between the ages of eleven and fifteen, I played for Langley Park on Saturday mornings. At fifteen, I was sufficiently well advanced to start turning out for the Under-18s.


  Cricket was played in the backyard against a metal dustbin. I was always a keen cricketer. I don’t think I’d have made county standard, but by the time I went away, at seventeen, I was a pretty decent batsman. The village had practice nights in the summer and I’d always be sure to attend. At Fulham, I played a couple of games each pre-season with my fellow professionals.


  School was strict. At Waterhouses Modern Intermediate, disci­pline was imposed by a whack of a cane across the hand. There was no escape from the rod. If the hand withdrew slightly as the cane came down, the stick would be used to tap the knuckles back up so it could register a clean strike next time round. If you were really naughty, you were ‘tanked’ across the backside.


  I was afraid of the headmaster, Mr Cowell. He was a good teacher but ruled by fear. The ultimate classroom threat was, ‘Go to the headmaster’s study, immediately.’ That was the last thing you wanted to hear. Oh no, it was best to keep away from there.


  I was especially fond of two of my teachers. Miss Hendry, who was a real lady, took us for English, history and geography, but my mentor was David Gilliland, a Sunderland supporter. He taught us cricket and football and took the trouble to arrange matches for us, even though the school had no official team. David came to see me play once or twice and wrote me the occasional letter. When I went back to Newcastle as manager, I invited him to watch some games, which he did, putting aside his allegiance to Sunderland – no easy job, in these parts. He died recently and I was sad to miss his funeral. We had an away game that day. I’m sure he would have understood.


  A good teacher will always stay in the memory. Even the name has a certain resonance that lasts all through life. I still have a photograph of our team in 1946–47, with quartered, collarless shirts and heavy woollen socks. Mr Gilliland is at the back, with his side-parting, round spectacles and tweed suit.


  I liked school and never played truant but I wasn’t an academic type. My dad allowed us to play in the backyard until seven o’clock every night, and I would use that time to practise heading and other skills. Then he would call us in to do our homework and get washed. I’d be in bed by nine. I broke the curfew and failed to be back on time just once, when the funfair came to our village, and I’ll never forget the tanking he gave me that day after he had marched out of the house to find me. Among the rides and amusements, I saw him scanning the crowds with a stern look on his face, and skidaddled before his eye caught mine. I sneaked home, thinking I was being clever, but that didn’t dimin­ish his wrath when he came back through our front door. He took off his belt and whacked me. It was the only time he did that. He was kind, but firm – a disciplinarian.


  We didn’t have many books in the house, which is something I regret because I love reading now. Instead, we would listen to music on the radiogram. The songs of Frank Sinatra, Vic Damone, Nat King Cole, Bing Crosby, Lena Horne and Judy Garland filled my head. They were a window on the world. On trips to the swimming baths in Durham I would always buy a record, 78rpm in those days. Later, when I came home from Fulham for the summer, I asked Mum, ‘Where have you put all those records I bought? I’d like to take a few back with me to London.’


  ‘I’ve given them all away,’ she replied, surprised. ‘They were gathering dust in the cupboard so I gave them to the rag and bone man.’


  ‘What! Gathering dust? Mum, they were worth a fortune.’


  My mother was solely a housewife – a cook and a housewife. There was never any thought of her having her own career. She never went to work. She devoted her life to my father and her boys. I can’t remember a single argument between her and my father, so I think it’s safe to describe it as a happy marriage. She was lovely, always immaculately turned out. Until the last meal of the day was cooked, eaten and washed up, she would wear a pinafore. Then she would change into a dress for the evening. I never saw her in trousers. She kept the house spotless, dusting and polishing every day, and re-laying the fires. On one side of the coal fire was the boiler and on the other was the oven. She made her own bread and cooked suet dumplings and steak and kidney pies wrapped in cloth. Sometimes I would help her knead the dough for the loaves.


  My parents started out as Methodists and I was expected to attend Sunday school. Later, my father became a regular Church of England man. He switched sides and did a lot of charitable work for the local parish. Towards the end, religion was a major component of his life. He and the vicar became great friends and allies. When Dad died, they allowed our family to place his ashes on the right side of the path leading into the church, in a very prominent spot. It was a sign of how highly they valued him. Later, they allowed my mother’s ashes to be put alongside those of her departed husband – Philip and Lillian Robson, together in a spot that was normally reserved for vicars.


  I am not a religious man by nature but I married a devout Roman Catholic. Elsie goes to church at least twice a week. In the villages of the North East, in those days, friction still existed between Catholics and Protestants. For a while, my parents were upset that I’d chosen to marry a woman from the other side of the divide. They felt uncomfortable about me straying into that unknown world. It may shock the modern reader but that was a very common response at the time. Yet, in all our married life, Elsie and I haven’t once fallen out over religion. Our kids were educated in Catholic schools. I love her very much and I was always happy to endorse her judgement whenever religious issues affected our lives.


  My brother Tom, who became chief engineer for the National Coal Board, is now in his late seventies and lives in the Midlands at Swadlincote, where the famous boxer Jack Bodell came from. Like me, he left school before his sixteenth birthday. By eighteen he was married. He and his wife Marion were great ballroom dancers. They used to go to the Oxford Galleries dancehall in Newcastle and really dazzle. Tom’s as solid as a rock, a great brother and a football man who has followed me and been proud of my achievements.


  Tom and Marion had three children. Philip, the youngest one, contracted muscular dystrophy and died in his late twenties. At Wembley, Tom would push Philip to the turnstiles in his wheelchair, leave it outside the gate and carry his son, on his back, to his seat. Wherever Ipswich were playing, I would phone our opponents to find out what they could do for my brother and his disabled son. Tom did everything he could for Philip.


  My brother Philip became a bricklayer. He was conscripted into the army and sent to Korea where he was blown up out on patrol in the jungle. The first of the six squaddies tripped the wire on a booby-trap and was killed, along with the second in line. Philip came third in line and survived. He was in Korea one minute and woke up in Tokyo the next. I remember being at home when my mother received a telegram from the War Office telling us that Philip had been wounded in Korea and was recovering in a Tokyo hospital. She was distressed out of her mind – tearful but thankful that he was still alive.


  Philip went on to become a master builder and constructed some beautiful homes. At Ipswich, I bought a piece of land in Capel St Mary and Phil built a lovely house for me, which I called Durham House, masterminding it via his own business in Slough. Later in life, he got fed up working outside in winter and he and his wife Maureen, who had a kidney problem and needed dialysis, moved to Stowmarket where they bought a newsagent’s and tobacconist’s. When Maureen died Philip never married again. We lost him to a stroke during Euro 2004.


  Ron was the brainy one. He went to grammar school in Durham and matriculated, as they used to say in those days. He became secretary to the local colliery manager. He was cut out for administration. Ron played football with me for Langley Park and was good. He played defensive left-half, whereas I was more attack minded. He was quite ambitious and eventually took a position down in London, leaving the North East with his wife Brenda. Misfortune struck when eye trouble forced him to give up administrative duties, so he went back to the North East and bought a grocery shop in Langley Park. He and Brenda worked their socks off and expanded the business, making it into the biggest shop in the village before passing it on to their son.


  Ron loved it when I came back to the area to manage Newcastle. He came to many of the games, but he was deeply hurt – even more so than I was – when the club called time on me four games into the 2004–05 season. He vowed never to go to St James’ Park again.


  Keith was born five years after me. As a young boy, he developed rheumatic fever, which is a minor ailment now but was quite serious in those days, and didn’t go to school for months while he was recovering. He was a bright boy, a scholar, who got a good education, despite his problems, and ended up as a draughtsman, working on oil rigs off Aberdeen. Sadly, he died young. At breakfast one day, on holiday, he suddenly hit the table, rolled over and was dead in seconds. A ruptured aorta struck him from nowhere and carried him off. He was the young­est yet died first. It was a terrible shock to us, a disaster. His children saw their father pass away at the table. Andrea, Keith’s wife, was inconsolable at the funeral. I’ve never seen a widow so distraught. Every day for a year she would take a stool, plant it by Keith’s grave and talk to him for an hour. She was very devoted, but she came to terms with it, eventually, after three or four years, and married again. Life goes on.


  My mum and dad stayed in Langley Park after he retired. They didn’t move up the social scale at all. In fact, they downsized. Dad made a profit on the house we lived in and they moved into rented accommodation for ex-miners. It had one bedroom, a little lounge, a small kitchen and a bathroom. That seemed to suit them. Dad used to come to all my games for the village youth team. When I went to Fulham as a young professional, he would come to see me play whenever we had a game in the north – Sheffield, Newcastle, Middlesbrough. Mum would often come, too, and they would trek as far as Yorkshire. The Midlands were a bit beyond them because they didn’t have a car. They went by train, which wasn’t always convenient.


  Later, though, Dad never missed an England game in my time as manager. It was a strange feature of his visits to Wembley that he would never stay overnight, no matter how much I encouraged him with offers of luxurious hotels. He wanted to get home. To fulfil that urge he would take the Flying Scotsman, which left at midnight. I used to get him a couple of refreshment tickets, so he could have the meal that the FA provided in those days. After the game and the press conference, he would come to see me and we would sit and talk for a while, but then he would join the throng making their way into the night. I tried to book taxis for him but he wasn’t having any of that. He would walk to the tube station up Wembley Way and make his way to King’s Cross, where he would board a train that got him to Durham at some­thing like 5.30 on the Thursday morning. From there he would get a taxi home to Mum.


  The simplest explanation for his refusal to stay overnight was that he couldn’t stand being away from my mother. He must have been exhausted by the time he went through that front door but my father was a very strong man, spirited and physically robust. As I said, he missed one shift in fifty-one years, and none at all in the last forty-two years of his working life. That’s an incredible record. He was a colossus around the house. He did all the painting and decorating with impressive skill. I’d come home to find him putting a false grain in the doors or mending our shoes, soles and heels, on his last. I remember him putting the prong, which has a steel hook in for the stitching, right through his finger, which was inside the shoe. The only way to remove it was to rip it out, flesh and all. For weeks he had a huge hole in his finger. Half of it was gone. I can see it now. It didn’t stop him going to work, of course. Strange how these images stay with you through life.


  We were close, my dad and me, and the arrival of a telephone at home enabled us to confide in each other more. Until then we had communicated by letter. It’s incredible that a piece of equipment that’s taken for granted now had such a profound effect on the lives of working folk. Generally, I would ring home a couple of times a month. Dad didn’t really give me advice about my career. He wanted me to stand on my own two feet.


  He was a great dad. I was always aware of him following me and supporting me. His pride shone through. During my England playing days I gave him one of my caps, and he and my mother put it in a little glass case, which they placed in the hallway of the house. Anyone paying a visit would have seen it straight away. He showed it to everybody. ‘Dad, don’t do that,’ I would say, squirming. ‘Don’t be daft,’ he would reply, and wait for the next knock at the door.


  Of course, it was Dad who exposed me to the football addic­tion that was so rampant in the North East, and I became one of the pilgrims who flocked to St James’ Park every other Saturday without fail. We started our regular visits just after the war, in 1946–47. Dad would lead my brother Ronnie and me on to the 10 o’clock bus to Marlborough Street station. It was twenty or so miles and took an hour, through Chester-le-Street and Low Fell. We would have a cup of tea and a ham roll – that’s all we could afford – and be at the gate by 12.15. We were first in line, and I mean first. I can see us standing there as clearly as the hand in front of my face.


  I can remember the players equally well. I saw Len Shackleton’s first match. Albert Stubbins was my favourite, closely followed by Jackie Milburn, Bobby Cowell, Joe Harvey, Frank Brennan, Bobby Mitchell, Tommy Pearson, Charlie Wayman and Alf McMichael.


  Those trips provided the inspiration for me in my ambition to be a footballer. This was the game I loved, on an immense stage, watched by huge legions of Geordies, all willing Newcastle on. This was the passion that was to animate my life but I never dreamed I would ever play on that turf. Me, on that sacred grass? You must be kidding. As it turned out, I played there many times with either Fulham or West Bromwich Albion, and they were really big days for me – special. All the lads were allowed tickets and I would scrounge them off team-mates to accommodate the ten or twelve family members who wanted to be at the game.


  For us, in childhood, holidays were spent at Whitley Bay or Blackpool, a much bigger treat. A bus would pull up in the village to take the colliery families to the seaside, where we would stay in a guesthouse. In those days, half the village would decamp to Blackpool. Later, Mum and Dad would take their breaks with Elsie and me. We would invite them down to stay in Ipswich, or wherever we were, at least once a year. Often I would go up to Langley Park and then drive them south.


  They are lost to me, now, of course. Only death could separate them. Dad went first, when I was managing PSV Eindhoven. Ron rang me in Holland and said, ‘I’ve got some bad news,’ I knew what it was but made a wrong guess about which parent.


  ‘What, our mother?’ I asked.


  ‘No. Dad,’ he said.


  ‘My dad’s died? I can’t believe it.’


  ‘Neither can I,’ said Ron.


  I thought he was indestructible. I thought he would live to be a hundred. He used to get up at six every morning to polish and dust. He did all the housework after he retired. He loved it. After he had given my mum a cup of tea and a slice of toast he would go to Ron’s grocery shop to bag potatoes. He’d weigh them and slide them into 2lb and 3lb bags. Dad had them all arranged when people came in for their potatoes. Ron used to give him £10 worth of goods in return and that suited Dad.


  His death was terribly sudden. Mum had asked for a glass of water and Dad had placed it on her bedside table, turned and hit the floor without warning. The doctor told us he would have been dead in two seconds. He suffered a massive rupture of his aorta, as did my brother Keith. Dad was as strong as an animal but he hit the deck in seconds, in his pyjamas. He was eighty-seven.


  Mum lived on for a while but passed away just before the 1994 World Cup, aged eighty-four, while I was in Porto. She had bad feet towards the end and wasn’t comfortable walking. Ron called in every day – he was the only one of us who lived nearby and was fantastic in that respect – but the social services advised her to have an alarm by the side of her bed with a string she could pull in an emergency. When they came to put the cord in and rang the door bell, Mum got up to answer the door, caught her feet in her skirt and fell over, breaking her femur. In hospital she went downhill and never came out. Exactly the same thing happened to Elsie’s mum. She broke her femur, went into decline and never made it out of hospital.


  I had been due to come home to see Mum in a week’s time. In fact, I was flying back to England the very next day but that awful message from Ron beat me to it –‘bad news, Mum’s died.’ Twenty-four more hours and I would have been by her side. She died before I could get there. In my grief, I didn’t go to the World Cup, for only the second time since 1958. Mum’s death just broke me in two.


  The Langley Park mine closed thirty years ago and the village has mellowed into a quiet, pretty place. It featured in the hit movie ‘Billy Elliot’ as well as ‘The Fast Show’ and ‘Ripping Yarns’. I can drive there from our new home near Chester-le-Street in less than half an hour. The colliery band still get together and play tunes that keep the past alive.
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