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PATRICK STEWART

to us, they appeared slovenly and their environment coarser - there

always seemed to be a lot of yeiling coming from that direction. Nev-

ertheless, two of my friends lived there" My pal Fred'.s family was so

hard up that he wore Wellington boots to school, without socks,

every season ofthe year.

Mirfield, my hometor,vn, sits in what was known as the West Riding
of Yorkshire: the rvesternmost subdivision of Yorkshire, the United
Kingdoms iargest county. People who know me from my stage work or
as Sfal I'ek s CaptainJean-Luc Picard are often surprised to learn that I
come from the North of England. I often have to explain to American

tiiends that the North, as we call it, is analogous to the industrial Rust

Belt in the United States: blue-collar and tougtr, with cultures and

attitudes distinct from the snootier South, and London in particular.

During my childhood, Mirfield had a population of around nine
thousand. Along the river stood several weaving sheds, a humble
term for what were, in fact, textile mills that rose four or five storeys

high. My mother, Gladys, worked in one of them" The rest of our
local econorny was agricultural, with farms that grew corn, wheat,

Brussels sprouts and kale" This kale was not destined for fancy sal-

ads. It was grown solely to feed livestock, which must have been why
the Mirfield cows always looked so healthy. Their milkwas deiivered
not in cartons or bottles but in large pails on a rickety cart drawn by
an old horse. The dairyman ladled the milkbyhand into mymother'.s
large kitchen jug. It was often still a little warm when it arrived, and it
was delicious. I don t believe pasteurisation'\^as a part of the process.

T'bottom field, my refuge, was one of several fields in the area

that were ieft unplanted, reserved for occasional use by grazing cattie

and sheep. This field rvas also the site of parish church festivals, sum-

mer bring-and-buy sales, brass band concerts, and football and
cricket matches. In Septemb er 1945, when I r,vas five years old, it was

where the town's adults held a \LE (Victory in Europe) picnic cele-

bration for us children.

In certain corners of t'bottom field, the grass gre\,v tall. One of
my private pleasures was to lie on my back among this grass and
watch the clouds drift across the sky. At times they formed recognis-
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PATRICK STEWART

in due time and out I came: not exactly camera-ready, but after a slap

on the bottom and a quick hosing-down, I was ready for my close-up.

I was named after my father, sort of. Though his givbn name was

Alfred, his army buddies called him Pat. This was because he had a

temper, and where I grew up, "throwing a Paddy" was slang (and an

anti.Irish slur) for blowing your top. On account of my father being

English rather than Irish, "Paddy" got Anglicised to "Pat". He em-

braced the nickname. Before he went away to war in 1939, he in-
structed my pregnant mother to name me Patricia if I was a girl and

Patrickiflwas aboy.

Though he was a stranger to me in my early life, I learned that
my father was a fierce, formidable man. In the 1920s and '30s he

served in India as a member of the Kingt Own Yorkshire Light In-
fantry: the KOYLIs, as they were known. He rose in rank from pri-
vate to sergeant, earning a row of ribbons that he wore proudly on
his chest. By the time of Britaint entry into World War II, he was al-

ready in his forties but nonetheless an eager founding member of
the British Armyt esteemed Parachute Regiment.

Though he was arguably too old to be jumping out of aero-

planes, the regiment used my fathert age to their advantage as a re-

cruiting tool. He had a small, defiant moustache and, like ail the men

in my family, a prematurely bald head. The recruiting officer would
have Dad stand beside him. At a crucial moment in his recruiting
speech, he would nod at Dad who then whipped off his red beret to
reveal his hairless pate. The o{ficer scornfully addressed the young

soldiers, yelling at them, "Whatt wrong with you lot? If an old man
like this can jump out of planes, shouldn t you be doing it as well? Or
are you all too lily-livered?" It worked; the conscripts queued up to
become clones of myfather, Sergeant Stewart.

Years later, my father explained to me why the soldiers in the Air-
borne Divisions were such outstanding fighters. Twice during the

war, he had jumped, under fire, into German-held territory. Every

soldier who boarded the transport plane was initially fearful, he said.

But once they survived the experience of jumping out and their para-

chutes opening, they became utterly fearless. Dad said he had heard

}I]
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PATRICK STEWART

with either'hy oop!" ("Look out!") or "Ow do?" ("How are you?").

How much more Dickensian can you get?

We spoke with heavy Northern accents, in a Yorkshire dialect

nearly incomprehensible to Londoners, let alone Americans. "Hello"

was rendered in our tongue as 'ow do'l "Nothing" was'howt". "The

window" was "t'winder".uLeave me alone" was "Geroff!" If I wanted

to ask a pal to come out to play, I would say to him, 'Ata laykin aht?"

hta", descended from "art thou", meant "are you'l "Laykin" is a very

old word for playing; in Shakespearet day, actors were sometimes

called lakers. 
oAht" 

is 'but".

Our house, and four others just like it, were arranged around an

elevated yard set back from the street. It was eight steps to the top, a

number I clearly remember from a game mypals and I played, hopping

up and down the steps while counting. The yard was a big rectangle of
crushed cinders and dirt bordered by large slabs of stone in front of
each house. In front of each door was a boot scraper to help you get the

cinders offthe soles of your shoes before you entered the house. I am

still unaccustomed to the American usage of the word "yard". Our
house in Los Angeles has both a front and a back "yud", but these, to
me, are more like lovely gardens.

Just to the right ofmy childhood home were two air-raid shelters

known as Anderson shelters. They must have been put in place right
around the time Iwas born. Theywere made of corrugated steel and

half-buried in the ground, with curved roofs. These shelters were

meant to serve all five houses in the area, but I don t recall them ever

being used. When the sirens went of{, which was a rare occurrence,

we hurried across the road in our pajamas and dressing gowns to the

big stone cellar of myAuntieAnniet house.

The only function the Andersons ever served for me was as a pri-
vate spot for an innocuous age-nine kiss and cuddle with a girl. But
not quite private enough: one afternoory as I was taking shelter, as it
were, with my female friend, our moment of intimacywas intemrpted
by our next-door neighbour, Lizzie Dixon. Lizzie was ELn otherwise

kind woman who, like my mother, worked in the weaving sheds, as

did her husband, Gilbert. She just happened to poke her head

::rcuqh the sheite: ! ,--.:-
-"uiht :lint .-i',.': i: :.--. r.'
':n;ertarn terns. T-- -:.: : =-
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PATRICK STEWART

Well, I say "games'l but there r,t'as only one, Monopoly, rvhich I loved
to plal'.

Itt strange now to reflect on a game about money and property
being the primary source of entertainment in a household as poor as

ours. I loved owning Mayfair and Park Lane, though I had no idea

vrhat those names represented except wealth. I also loved owning the
raill ay statrons, ail four if possible, which doubled the fines of other

plal ers landing on them. If I was playing with pals, I always insisted

on being the banker, but if I played 'n ith m) brothers or parents, I
rvas considered unqualified for the job.

I still have this Monopoly set. The original box is long gone, but
the cash, cards and game board, while faded and dog-eared, have sur-

vived from my youth. Occasionally when I visit the homes of friends
these days, I rvili see a Monopoly box sitting on a shelf, and the urge

to play almost overwhelms me"

The floor of our living room was covered in ancient and cracked

linoleum, n ith a smallish handmade rag rug set dou,n in front of the
fireplace. Ah, the fireplqce.It was the centrepiece of our house. It rvas

made entirely of black iron, but my mother cared for it as if it were

made of marble. She polished it every week with a paste she called
"blacking", and when she was done., it shone.

In wintertirne, you would find me sprarvled on the living-room
rug in front of this fireplace, usually in the cornpany of our family
dog, a handsome Border Collie named Rover. I firmly believe that
Rover recognised me to be the youngest Stervart and took it upon
himself to cosset and cuddle me. I rvas only ten when he passed away,

and I missed him dearly thereafter.

In the fireplacet centre was a grate in which we brirned the coal

from the cellar, or, if times were hard, coke. I loved this fire, though I
\\ras never allorved to touch it. The first and only time I picked up the
poker to have a gg my father, who happened to be home at the time,

grabbed it from myhand and said firmly, "Never touch another rnant
firel'Ihave passe<l on this lesson to rny children and grandchildren.

To the right of the grate was a hot plate, heated by the coals under-

neath, on which it was possible to boil water or heat up soup or

M
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10 PATRICK STEWART

"Hang on a minuter" I hear you say. "What about . . . the facilities?"

Here I must make a confession: The future twenty-fourth-century
commander of the Enterprise grew rp with neither a toilet nor a bath-
room in his house.

Around the side of 17 Camm Lane stood a squat brick building
that had two toilets at one end and two more at the other. In between

were the dustbins. Each toilet was assigned to a specific house. (The

ftfth house in our row, I believe, had an indoor toilet. Ah, luxury!)
These toilets had their own individual stalls and doors, but no electric

light, heat or sinks forwashing one's hands. No toilet roll, either - just

old newspapers. At least they had rudimentary plumbing: a water

tank mounted above, equipped with a pull cord for flushing.

Lurking in everybedroom., however, was a chamber pot known
as a "gazunder", because thatt how Northerners described some-

thing that "goes under" a bed. The gazunder was strictly for peeing. If
you had to go "number two', you were compelled to hold it in 'til
sunrise.

The Stewart family toilet served a separate function for me as my
reading room. When there is only one social room in your house,

where else might you go for a little bit of peace and quiet with your
novel or comic book? Not the upstairs bedroom. For some reason -
dont ask me why - it was considered out of bounds by my parents

until bedtime. And while we had no TV or record player, the radio

was always ory which made concentration tough. I spent hours in
that toilet. In the depths of winter, I would wear an overcoat and a
woollyhat. There was no lighting inside, so I took a candle with mg
which provided illumination and warmth to my fingertips.

And I read and read. We had barely any books in our house - just
a big medical directory, some war-related books and a Bible. But the
Mirfield public library had a very good childrent sectiory and as I got
older, the libraryt selection of American literature became my ob-

session. Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Steinbeck, Raymond Chandlert
Philip Marlowe detective novels - I read them all. You could only
take out two books at a time, so I spent part of every Saturday morn-
ing at the library. There were often references and actions that I

It-J
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