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Now, Tony, you said that you had an operation, aged about six or seven. Do you remember whether there was any discussion about that, prior to that at all?
Yeah, there was always lots of discussion about whether I should have operations. And of course, the other two operations, which were rather important, cos I forgot to tell you about, I had a squint, and in fact, as I get tired it’s still very evident apparently, and I wear glasses for reading. I should wear them for distance, but I don’t bother, cos I don’t need to [laughs]. But I don’t find glasses are particularly comfortable to wear, and I wouldn’t consider having contact lenses, cos again my co-ordination is so bad, I’d probably try to put it in me eye, and end up sticking it up me nose or something like that, [laughs] or I’d sneeze, and they’d go across the floor, rather like the glasses just done.

So the decision was made to have the operation: do you remember being involved in talks about it, before you had the op?

Not the one for my legs when I was very young, no, but certainly the ones for my hips. Yeah, very much so.

And so you went into Great Ormond Street, did you, to have the first orthopaedic operation?

Yeah, I think so. Or did I go to the Tadworth country one? I’m not sure. I think that probably Great Ormond Street, but I wouldn’t know how I could check that, or if, indeed, it’s very relevant to actually know precisely where it was.

Did you have memories of your stay in hospital?

Yeah, didn’t like it. Didn’t like that hospitals very much, because I suppose the pain, you know, that one remembers. I did always get on well with the nurses, for some reason. I think I was always a bit vulnerable. I mean, I even remember – it’s jumping forward a lot, but – about 18 months ago I had a car accident, only a minor one, but as a consequence of that I had to stay in Basildon Hospital for four days. The main reason for that was not because I was particularly badly injured, although it wasn’t very pleasant, but the main reason was because my wheelchair got smashed up, and the local wheelchair appliance centre, call it whatever you will, had to find me something to go home in [laughs]. So it took them four days to sort that out, because I was daft enough to have the accident on a Friday afternoon, so of course all the offices are shut for the weekend, you know. And they actually managed to get a wheelchair there for me by the Wednesday, and I was then able to go home on the Thursday afternoon.   
When you were at home with your family, did you have [coughs] excuse me, did you have much contact with children of your own age?  
Only cousins and relations. We didn’t play out much in the street, and when we did, because I was away at school, I was sort of a bit of an outsider, you know, because they didn’t know me very much, and, of course, as I’ve said previously, I wasn’t able to move very well, so I got left behind anyway, you know. I was almost, I don’t know, perhaps ‘nuisance’ is too strong a word to use in relation to children, but because I wasn’t able to do what they did, that I suppose I got left behind because it was awkward for them to include me.

What sort of areas were there around the neighbourhood, to play in?

I seem to remember that there were quite a few, I won’t say ‘parky bits’, but bits of fields and stuff like that to play around in, and it was an overflow, I suppose you would have to say, a council estate. But I mean, I suppose to a certain degree, not unlike Basildon, really, but you know, there was a fair few bits of green. The shops were a couple of miles away, as I remember, the main shops. I don’t know whether there were many little corner shops: I don’t seem to remember that there were, but whether there were or not, I can’t remember. And we had a cinema in Loughton, and then after the cinema shut down, it was made into a Co-op supermarket.

What memories do you have, Tony, of going to the cinema, in Loughton?

Ooh, went to see The Rebel with Tony Hancock, and I remember that. I’ve seen it a couple of times since on television, and I thought it was quite a funny film. And I can remember walking to there, with the help of my sister and one of her boyfriends, and I can also remember when I... and we were talking about this only… one of my aunts died earlier this year, and we were talking about the fact that when we walked… They lived in Wanstead, no, in Forest Gate, which is not far from Wanstead actually, but it doesn’t matter, and so I got on the bus with my sister and one of her boyfriends, at this particular time, and we walked from the Princess Alice up to Forest Gate, to go and visit my uncle and aunt. My aunt was out of work, my uncle was a bus driver, so he did shifts, so he was at home, and Jackie, my cousin, was at home. And I remember Uncle Tibby, we used to call him, I’m not quite sure why – I think that was because he did boxing in the War, and apparently anybody called Watson was called ‘Tibby’ during the War, cos he used to box for the Army, and, as I say, he was then a bus driver, and he was at home cos it was his shift pattern that he was at home. And I remember coming to the door, and knocking on the door and was very thirsty, and Uncle Tibby was lovely but he was not at all domesticated, and my cousin still says to me now, ‘Do you remember coming to visit us?’, and she’s about 10 years younger than me, ‘Do you remember coming to visit us, and Daddy gave you a drink in the milk jug?’ Well, [laughs] she said, ‘Me mum has never let him forget that.’ I mean, unfortunately, Uncle and Aunt from that, Uncle Tibby and Aunty Marjorie are now dead: Aunty Marjorie died earlier this year, and I haven’t seen Jackie, unfortunately, since the funeral, although I hope very much that we shall see her over Christmas. Whether we do or not is another matter, but…
And I suppose memory is [clears throat ] a selective process, really, but…

Yeah.
... how would you describe your childhood, really?

Oh, lovely. Lovely. I enjoyed my childhood. I can always remember thinking, and getting very anxious, the day of going back to school, because you’ve had three or four weeks, maybe seven weeks in the summer, where to a lesser or greater degree, mum had had to support you. You’d got away with a lot, you’d been to visit uncles and aunts, you know, because you don’t see much of them when you’re at school, and, of course, always, in the last few days, Mum and Dad were very good to me. So I suppose, to a lesser or greater degree, they spoilt us really, and made sure we went to the seaside or something like that, and we always had some treats. And I always remember that my birthday, which is in September, was always quite close to the beginning... well it’s September 14th, so it was quite close to the beginning of the, I suppose it would have been the Autumn term. I can never remember what dates are what…the Autumn term...  So, we would have some sort of party at home, a small party perhaps, with just my mum’s mother and father, and neighbours above them, who we did get on quite well with, and perhaps my uncle and aunt, who lived quite local, and we always had a little party, a little get-together and we were very lucky, that I had great memories of my childhood. Always fought and argued with my sister, and in fact, to a lesser or greater degree, still do, cos I don’t get to see very much of my sister, but I get on [coughs], excuse me, I get on incredibly well with my niece.
And what sort of things, Tony, did you get for presents when you were a child?

Oh, I always liked, well they were Dinky Toys then, weren’t they, the little die-cast model cars. I seem to remember that I had a Hornby train set, which I exchanged at Beatties, up in Southgate (which is still there – the shop), for Scalectrix stuff. When my parents moved into a mobile home, in around ’75, something like that, because they were down-sizing with regards to storage, we had to get rid of a lot of our childhood toys, and I remember that that was one of the things that we either sold or discarded. I can’t remember what we did with it, but that was one of the things that went, but my niece still has some of my toys, because my mum gave them to my sister, in case she had children, with my agreement, incidentally. But, as you can see round here now, I still do collect some of the die-cast models, not so many because you get to the point whereby there are almost too many, and they’re not the modern ones, unless you get the really expensive ones, are just mostly all the same, with just various variations on the labelling.  

And for you, Tony, again, taking your childhood, what are some of the strongest memories that shine through?

Oh, I remember when I was 14, or 15, when I was going through my operations, I remember being in a hallway waiting to go back to the ward, after some physiotherapy, and I saw a man who was probably a doctor or something, but he looked quite fit. I mean, he wasn’t a patient, as I remember, and he was standing up blowing his nose, after having shaken hands with somebody, and I remember thinking, ‘I’m never going to be able to stand well enough to do that’, and I also remember thinking round about the same time that, ‘Good gracious, I’m 15, 16 years old and I’m not going to be able to stand up when a lady walks into the room’, and that still rankles now with me, you know, the fact that. I mean, it’s quite old-fashioned now to do that sort of thing, but it’s still something that is in the back of my mind, and I’m still conscious of the fact that I’m unable to do that, as a lady walks into the room, in spite of the fact that, probably, most ladies, if you did that nowadays, they’d give you a dirty look, unless they are of a certain age. But I think the one thing that we need to keep in life is manners, and some of the old-fashioned things.

And you talked earlier on, about going for day-trips and so on. What particular memories do you have of family holidays?

Oh, we were very lucky cos we, as I remember, were one of the first families in our street to go to Spain. Dad bought a couple of ridged tents from the what was then ‘Headquarters and General Supplies’: they advertised on the back page of The Exchange & Mart, and we used to… My grandfather always bought The Exchange & Mart, which as I remember, in those days, was an old fourpence. I’m not talking about this toy money we have now: a proper fourpence, you know, when there were 12 pennies to the shilling, and 144 pennies to the pound. There you are, that shows my age: anyway, was it? Yeah it was 144 pennies, I think, to the pound, yeah. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. And we used to get… what was I saying? We got the address to go and buy the tent from The Exchange & Mart, so Dad bought… first of all we had two, I suppose they would have been ex-W.D. [War Department] tents, which, I don’t know where he got them from, but it doesn’t matter, and then we bought a frame tent. And I remember the second time Dad put it up, cos we used to go on these lovely camping holidays, and you’d go across to France. I remember the first time we did it, we went from Lydd to Le Touquet, and then, in those days they had these very big planes, I think they were Dakotas possibly, and they used to put four or five cars in the nose cone: ‘nose cone’, is that the right word? Or the nose, anyway, used to open up, and you could drive the cars in to the... you didn’t do it, I mean people from the planes did it, but they would drive the cars into the nose, and I think they took about eight cars, and I think there was about 18 to a dozen people in the plane, as I remember: it may have been more, it may have been less, I really don’t remember, but they were really adventures.
And what car [clears throat], excuse me, what car was your dad driving at this time?

Oh, he had a 1954 Morris Oxford: lovely thing, great blooming’ heavy thing, it was. I remember, going’ back to the holidays again, one time we’d just got back, we’d driven all over Spain, and in those days you used to be able to buy an emergency kit of stuff, like extra tools and that, and you paid a deposit for it, and if you didn’t break it open, if you didn’t need to use it, you could take it back to the shop and you’d get a certain amount of money back on the purchase price. But, obviously, the more stuff you used, the less you got back, or, if you’d used nearly all of it, [laughs] you obviously didn’t take it back. But, and I remember, we’d got to Dover, and bearing in mind we’d got all the blooming’ camping gear for a family of four, and all the cooking stuff, and all the extra paraphernalia you had to have, cos by that time I was in a wheelchair, so you would have extra paraphernalia to deal with that, and extra clothes that you would need for two kids, and a mum and dad on ’holiday, cos in those days you couldn’t afford to buy extra clothes while you were on ’holiday, cos the money just wasn’t there: I mean, I’m not pleading poverty, but, you know, things were different in those days. One was much more thrifty, you know, I mean I think a week’s wages in those days was probably about, well I suppose we’re talking about… I was 17, so I suppose a decent week’s wages would have probably been 30, 40 pound, for a middle class worker. I don’t know, cos I didn’t have a lot to do with wages in those days [laughs]: it’s the sort of thing you could look up, it’s not really very relevant, but I seem to remember, cos Dad always worked hard and my mum occasionally had a part-time job working with Dad when I was away at school, so that if Mum didn’t do that, we wouldn’t have the treats, and the holidays that we did have. And I remember when the television came out, the ITV, my dad worked his fortnight’s holiday, and he was still working locally then, and he came home on a bike, and he always said he would never do that again because it wore him out so much to work the fortnight’s holiday, that he said, ‘No, I’ll never do that again.’ He said, ‘It doesn’t matter what we need, because you really must have a fortnight’s rest.’

And this was because of the work pattern at the time, was it?
Yes, my father was then still a precision engineer, but towards the end of his working life, obviously, he was up in management. He never actually owned his own business, but he was a very good manager, a very good foreman. I mean, that was in the days when we had some of the early immigrants coming over to England, or they were coming back to England, because they had right by birth so to do. And I can even remember the big, I don’t know, this almost sounds racist, but the large negro ladies, sort of coming up to my father and cos my dad would never have swearing in the factory, cos ’e always said, ‘People swear, people get excited, people pick hammers up, people throw hammers: it’s dangerous’, so in those days you could actually discipline people for swearing, and he always used to say, ‘No, I won’t have swearing, because that’s when people get excited, they start throwing hammers about, and that’s dangerous.’ Another thing Dad always said, was if somebody came to him for an engineering job, and didn’t have short ’air, he would never employ them, because he said, ‘If they’ve got half a grain of sense, they know that they should have short hair, if they’re going anywhere near machinery’, because in those days the guards weren’t so effective, and were not so safe as they are now.  

And, [clears throat] excuse me, what, Tony, are your memories then of early television? You described earlier remembering ITV beginning.

Yeah, I remember the beginning of it, but I don’t think we… I know my uncle and aunt had the ITV television, cos they hadn’t got any children. I think they must have had a little bit more spare money, perhaps, than Mum and Dad did. I don’t know why, cos my aunt never worked, cos my uncle had had TB [tuberculosis] during the War, and he always said if ever he became fit enough to work he wouldn’t allow my aunt to work cos that was, as he saw it, his way of paying back. But early TV: I remember something silly, Mr Bean and His Funny Machine or something, and this was a bit like, I suppose the equivalent would have been Basil Brush. And I was talking the other day, in the pub, and people were laughing at me, they couldn’t really… There was this little metal figure of Billy Bean, and these people were, with no disrespect, younger than you (you’re not young, you’re not old), and when I was trying to describe this little die-cast figure, we were all a bit sort of happy, cos [laughs] we’d been in there for an hour or two, and we know each other very well, so we don’t mind sort of gently taking the mickey out of each other, but it caused quite a laugh, me trying to explain about this silly little metal figure and the television programme. And I remember The Appleyards too: that was the first, like, soap opera. But in fact, the first true soap opera is still working now, cos that’s The Archers, which I still listen to, but that’s on the radio. [Laughs.]

And do you remember sitting round, at home, or at a relative’s home, watching television?

Yes. I’m not quite old enough to remember the Coronation on telly, but I do remember my father was involved in the... cos all the streets had street parties and my father was involved in a street party. And I remember that I had a car, and it was one of those that you pushed along, and as you pushed it along it sort of helped the engine to work, you know, it had like a friction motor in it, and it was a sort of maroony red colour, and the figure was yellow, and I can never remember it having a head, this figure. I don’t know where the car is now, I rather suspect it’s been thrown away, but I haven’t seen it for many, many years [laughs], of course. 
Did you...
Pardon?

Did you have other favourite toys?

Oh yes, not that I can remember, but as I say, I always was interested in cars, and from a very early age I liked to have my own radio. I thought that that was good, and I can remember having one of the very small transistor radios, of course, with the PB3 batteries, and the wires that when you changed the battery, they nearly always broke off, but I think that’s probably because I was clumsy, [laughs] nothing to do with the wires!

What music do you remember from the early transistor radio time?

Oh, I think it would have been pre-Beatles stuff. I remember listening to the Beverley Sisters, and Uncle Mac, and things like that. In fact, I have in my collection, I’ve got a few CDs, not many cos I don’t listen to music all that much, and I’ve got the Children’s Favourites albums, I don’t know if you’ve come across them, and they’re quite good.

What are some of your [clears throat], excuse me, what are some of your favourite songs from those times?
Oh, I like Nelly, the Elephant for some peculiar reason, and I loved the song – I can’t remember all the words but – I know an Old Woman who swallowed a fly, perhaps she’ll die, you know, the Burl Ives one, and things like that. And I’m still now very much into Stanley Holloway monologues.  
And when you hear material like that, songs or monologues, what are your feelings?

Oh, always pleasurable feelings, you know, cos I’m very lucky, I’ve got a very selective memory. Unfortunately, because like most people, I’ve had some quite tragedies in my life, and I’m very lucky in as much as that I try to only remember the good bits. I think one has to have some sad things in your life, because otherwise you don’t remember how good the good bits are. But I’m very lucky: I have very few good friends, but many acquaintances, and I’m very active in various things, which we’ll probably come on to in further interviews, if you’re going to have the patience to come down here and do them. I certainly hope that you will, cos I’ve enjoyed what we’ve done today, and, you know, it’s really been enjoyable. And, if it’s all right with you, I think we might stop now because I’ve almost worn myself out: talked myself to death, I think.

Well, thank you, Tony, for today’s session...
Yeah.
... and we’ll talk more. Thank you.  

Yeah, thank you.

OK, let’s just... I’ll have to get...
[End of recording.]
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