
Wet Saturday in 1960’s Sheffield

[  Underlines   are links to references relating to the phrase]

Wet Saturday lunchtimes in Sheffield in the 60’s were like those 
in any large,  grubby, grimy city in the rain and ate into your 
soul.    In the bar of the Fox and Duck all  you could do was 
watch  the  regulars  playing  dominoes  and  the  commercial 
travelers  eyeing  up  the  vintage  bottled  blondes  who  were 
desperately looking for Saturday night adventure.   The air had 
that feeling that if  you coughed hard, it  would break, and we 
stared dismally into our beer trying to think up ways to get us 
through to Sunday morning.   One of the commercial travelers, a 
mousy man with buck teeth, soft-shoed up to one of the blondes 
and asked “What do you do for entertainment in this dump?”. 
“Go to  the  Tea  Dance and find  someone exciting”  she  moued 
through crimson, nicotined lips. Russel, our imitation 'man about 
town' eyes lit up and we could see the gears working in his slow 
brain.  “Lets go” he said “we might find some girls to take to the 
Student Union hop”.

We sat, lasting out our beers until two-o-clock closing time, and 
emerged  into  the  rain,  which  turned  people  into  rubber  and 
plastic  clad  dummies.  Dodging the  spray  from the  traffic  we 
splashed to  the  Student  Union coffee  bar  along the  desert  of 
Western Bank.   The appropriately named  Graves coffee bar was 
more  lively  than  the  Fox  and  Duck  because  the  bluebottles 
circling the stale pastries were pursued by staff hitting at them 
listlessly  with  fly-swatters.    On  the  wall  television  a  sports 
commentator was mouthing his predictions for the afternoon’s 
results but as there was no sound he might as well have recited 

the Koran, which would have suited his face better.

The Tea Dance at the City Hall mainly had had females from 
moppets  to  dead,  but  there  were  a  gaggle  of  early-twenties 
women who seemed not to be with any one particular, and not 
being anyone particular, we joined them.    Our honed, medical 
student  chatting-up  skills  soon  had  them  yawning  (no  not 
fawning) at our heels, but as we were the only males with our 
own hair and teeth they condescended to dance with us.   There 
was something strange about their English, which felt like those 
printed  instructions  for  Japanese  tape  recorders,  but  we  soon 
discovered they were post-graduate English Lit students, at the 
dance as a research exercise,  and felt  the need to flaunt their 
vocabularies.  

The dance ended at six and we invited the LitChicks to have a 
drink  with  us  down  the  road  at  the  Grapes a  pub  of  ill  but 
interesting repute.   Surprisingly they accepted, but with a glint 
in  their  tongues  that  suggested  they  only  came  to  study  the 
natives.   The  Grape’s  resident  muso,  Joe  Cocker,  was  already 
climbing the walls  as  we arrived and,  after  numerous  sets  of 
unearthly, ball-freezing blues, collapsed onto the floor into his 
personal nirvana.  By this time the LitChicks had seen enough 
local colour and language to make Joan Collins green with envy, 
and invited us to go to a party run by some English Lit people. 
Joe took this opportunity to surface on hearing the word ‘party’ 
and, retrieving his guitar and head (in that order) from under the 
bar rail, followed and brought with him a steel-spring of a man 
who had shared his horizontality.

The  rain  had  stopped  and  the  plastic  dummies  turned  into 
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people, so with a spring in our step we headed for the party  in 
Broomhill,   a  sort  of  ‘Bloomsbury  by  the  steelworks’.  The 
moment the door opened I knew it was going to be good night, 
for in a corner on the floor, was RS Morton, the Medical School 
teacher in VD (no sexually transmitted diseases then), having a 
fierce arm-waving debate with William Empson the poet and critic, 
about the merits of Eastern Mysticism compared with Western 
Empiricism.     Empson  is  best  remembered  for  taking  the 
mysticism  out  of  poets  and  poetry  by  telling  anybody  he 
encountered how to read, think and perhaps live better.   After 
we warmed up on an indescribable punch, he recited his poem 
‘Aubade’ about  an  earthquake  and ?whore  he  encountered  in 
Japan,  and silenced a  very  noisy  crowd of  partygoers  by  the 
beauty and cadences of his recitation.   

His contribution turned the usual Saturday night partying session 
into a series of performances where everybody had to contribute. 
Joe  Cocker  was  more  vertical  by  this  time  and  sang  an 
unaccompanied, extemporized blues, based very loosely on  'St 
James Infirmary Blues', which had the maudlin drunks in tears and 
the happy drunks letting go of the women.  RS Morton who had 
seen service in the east and spoke fluent Bengali (necessary in 
the  Sheffield  VD  clinic  at  that  time),  showed  that  the 
Edwardians could still give modern poets a run for their money 
by reciting, from memory ‘The Green Eye of the Little Yellow God’. 
This  was  some feat,  as  it  runs  to  many  pages,  and  included 
gestures.

At that time I was much taken with Bob Dylan’s songs, which I 
regarded (and still  do) as  some of the finest  of contemporary 
poetry.   In honour of Dylan, and it being Saturday Night, I was 

wearing a jewish nose, third-hand cap and waistcoat such as he 
wore, and so it was inevitable that I was asked to do a Dylan 
number.   Unlike Dylan (who had no voice either) I new my 
vocal limitations and despite an offer from the again horizontal 
Joe Cocker to ‘do something on the guitar’ I chose to recite the 
lyrics of  ‘It’s All Over Now Baby Blue’.   After a lunchtime pint or 
so, an afternoon Tea Dance, the liquid interlude at the ‘Grapes’ 
and  several  glasses  of  a  punch  of  unknown parentage  at  the 
party,  this  was  a  foolhardy offer,  as  ‘Baby Blue is  all  lovely 
words that do not logically connect. 

After my  ‘Baby Blue’, which I will never know how many of 
the words I got right, the spring-steel stranger, who by accent 
and dress was a steelworker, offered a ‘recitation’.   He adopted 
a  pose  beloved  of  Edwardian  Comedians  and  proceeded  to 
declaim Stanley Holloway’s comic monologue ‘Albert and t’Lion’ 
in  full,  and  apparently  faultlessly.    This  went  down  well, 
particularly with William Empson, who showed no sign of the 
highbrow  tastes  usually  associated  with  England’s  senior 
Professor of English Lit.

The illegitimate punch was now starting to have an effect on the 
younger female academics of the English Lit department who all 
appeared to have identical hair-do’s, postures and dress styles. 
It was only when one of them, deep in drink, began to recite 
‘Mad Girl’s Love Song’ and the rest joined in, that I realised they 
had all re-created themselves as Sylvia Plath.    Joe Cocker, never 
one to pander to political correctness, kept up a constant mumble 
of  “Ted Hughes was well rid of her” from his recumbent position, 
and the atmosphere emanating from the Sylvia Plaths became 
decidedly  frosty.    The  frostiness  was  slightly  relieved  when 
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without warning the Albert and t’ Lion reciter began to take his 
clothes off in apparent slow motion. 

Out of the corner of my ear I heard RS Morton and Joe Cocker 
having a stuttering conversation about the various ways the ‘the 
Clap’ could present and turning to look at them, discovered they 
were both aimlessly gyrating arms and legs and looking fixedly 
at the candle flames.   It began to dawn on me that something 
strange was happening to everybody and with my last grasp at 
consciousness  remembered  that  one  of  the  partygoers  was 
‘Cannabis’ ******.   ‘Cannabis’ ****** was a  Lecturer  who 
haled from the colonies, and was notorious for making peculiar 
drinks that had unpredictable effects.    As well  as adding the 
substance of his nickname he had been known to raid the drug 
cupboards and research laboratory shelves to produce ever more 
interesting drinks.  

I had not had much of the punch, and still had enough faculties 
left  to  pick  up  the  punch  bowl  and  weave  to  the  toilet. 
Emptying  it  into  the  bowl  produced  a  ‘whoosh’ and  much 
frothing, and I would not have been surprised to see the blue 
glow of something really nasty.  Finding the kitchen took a bit 
more time, and shouting for the Sylvia whose flat it  was, we 
made a  saucepan-full  of  black coffee  and dispensed it  to  the 
wrecks lying around the flat, helped by Joe Cocker who had the 
tolerance  of  long  usage  of  funny  chemicals.     I  looked  for 
‘Cannabis’  ******,  but  he  had  strategically  withdrawn  and 
although over the years I have tried to trace him, he disappeared 
and  for  all  I  know  may  still  be  occupying  a  distinguished 
Academic position or a cell in Columbia.  

It was still relatively early and gradually the zombies cluttering 
the floor took on more human forms and began to articulate their 
displeasure in  short  staccato words.    Even the Sylvia  Plaths 
seemed to have shed their corporate personality and appearance, 
and went off to freshen up and returned as individuals, but with 
one  common  purpose  –  to  exact  retribution  on  ‘Cannabis’ 
******.    I  expected Joe Cocker to  be similarly inclined but 
other  than  mouthing  a  few  epithets  in  deep  South  Yorkshire 
dialect he said that “the *****r was not worth wasting time on 
and we should get on with the party”.    Whatever had been in 
the drinks (I suspect LSD or one of the Mushroom analogues ) 
made everybody very thirsty and after  the Albert  and t’ Lion 
reciter had got his clothes back on, a consensus emerged that Joe 
was right. However without the punch we had no drink supply 
and it was after 10-30p.m. in Sheffield, where getting a drink 
was almost impossible, unless you went to the Grand Hotel and 
ordered a wallet-breaking meal.

Then somebody remembered the Press Club – an establishment 
that ostensibly catered for those printers and journalists whose 
working hours meant they could not drink at normal licensing 
hours. We had often visited the Press Club after Medical School 
Sports events against the Police, who all seemed to be members 
of the Press Club on the basis that they also worked irregular 
hours.  We braved the outside air and set off to walk the half-
mile to the Press Club, where the sliding panel asked us to name 
a member who would vouch for us; Joe replied “the Prince of 
Wales” and the door was opened in a flash.   Up the stairs were 
the  usual  collection of  reporters  and police,  some in uniform 
who looked at our motley, and still slightly spaced-out group, 
with professional interest as we entered.   This was the era where 



the Sheffield Police were still the legacy of Chief Constable Sir 
Percy Sillitoe,  later head of MI5 and establisher of the counter-
espionage organisation who later  stamped out the Communist 
uprising in Malaya.   You got the wrong side of Sheffield Police 
at your peril.

During Sir Percy’s tenure he had got rid of the ‘Razor Gangs’ 
that  plagued  Sheffield  for  years,  by  a  plan  that  bordered  on 
being fully legal and rarely involved the rhinoceros hide whips 
that  legend  ascribes  to  the  Sheffield  police.    His  plan  was 
simple:  known  gang  members  were  stopped  at  night, 
mysteriously found to have no visible means of support (wallets 
disappeared),  identified  as  having  come  from  Manchester 
(whatever  they  said)  and  placed  on  a  non-stop  train  to 
Manchester.   Manchester police were rung and notified that the 
gang member was on the train and would the Manchester Police 
put him on the next non-stop train back to Sheffield (often after 
an overnight stay in the Railway Police lock-up).   When gang-
member arrived at Sheffield the process was repeated.   Most 
gang-members  left  the  city  after  three  or  four  days  being 
shuttled back and forth as the Railway Police and lock-ups were 
not  known for  providing  food,  bedding or  being  sympathetic 
hosts.

We drank slowly and cautiously to wash out whatever toxins had 
affected  us  and  even  began  to  share  views.    Joe  Cocker 
grudgingly admitted that Sylvia Plath may have written a few 
good  poems,  and  the  Sylvias  recognised  Ted  Hughes’ talent. 
Bill Empson said that both Plath and Hughes were nasty pieces 
of work, and deserved each other, and that artist's work should 
be viewed independently of their characters  - a piece of wisdom 

expected  from  him  and  which  I  have  carried  with  me  and 
applied all  my life (except for  Rodin).   The night  drifted to a 
close and we all swore eternal friendship and that we would all 
meet up again and wandered out into a foggy Sheffield Sunday 
morn where the early Church Bells were already twinkling.

After some years away from Sheffield I returned, and because I 
was  involved  in  many  a  prolonged  night-time  medical 
procedure,  I  occasionally  would  stop  in  at  the  Press  Club  to 
avoid waking the family by coming in at 5-30 a.m.  The same 
reporters,  police,  university  weirdos  and  workers  still 
congregated there and I would join them for a drink and learn a 
lot about life.  Eventually I was elected onto the ‘committee’ that 
ran the club, which never had a committee meeting as the club 
seemed to run itself under the guidance of the bar manager, an 
ex-police sergeant.    One night we were sat in the Club, minding 
our  own business,  when four strangers with a  sledgehammer, 
burst the door in, ran up the stairs and produced a warrant stating 
them  to  be  officers  of  the  Inland  Revenue.    We  were  all 
cautioned  that  we  were  drinking  and  supplying  alcohol  in 
unlicensed premises, and that we would be charged.    Only then 
did I find out that the Press Club which had been going for at 
least 30 years had never even applied for a license and would 
probably have never got  one.   Some mystic  influence by our 
Police Officer members meant the charges failed to surface, but 
the revered premises never re-opened despite the valuable social 
service they provided.

The bosom friends I made that night, never ever met again as a 
group – the probable result of all such encounters.   I met RS 
Morton again in my senior student years in the VD clinic – not 
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as patient.   He was a good teacher and had the lowest return rate 
of patients who picked up new infections – mostly due to his 
ability to fix the male patients firmly in the eye and tell them if 
they ever got the clap again he would “have to cut it off”, and 
convinced them he meant it.   I met the steelworker again when I 
worked  briefly  at  a  steelworks  and  re-introduced  myself  by 
telling him I hadn’t initially recognised him with his clothes on. 
He still did monologues and sometimes went round the Working 
Men’s Clubs declaiming them.   Bill Empson went on being the 
ordinary man’s literary critic and received a Knighthood, when 
he retired as  "the Queen liked his poetry" - according to him. 
You know what happened to Joe Cocker, but this story has not 
appeared in his memoirs and must be in the abyss that is the 
seven  years  of  his  memory  and  two  marriages  he  can’t 
remember.    I hope the Sylvias grew out of their obsession but, 
from the recurrent outbreaks of Sylvia Plath mania, I suspect one 
or two are still peddling their wares. As for me, I just continued 
bumbling along wherever  fate  took me,  having an interesting 
varied and satisfying life, and being able to look back on those 
gem-like   chance  meetings  such  as  that  wet  Saturday  in 
Sheffield 50 years ago, where academics, students, a steelworker 
and a muso created an unforgettable memory.

Stephen Wealthall 2013

Author's Note

When I decided to record this marvelous day in my life, I was at 
a  loss  as  to  which  style  was  appropriate.    However  whilst 
waiting for health investigations, an all-pervading radio played a 
Joe Cocker Blues, and listening to his words, I realized that he is 
the  Musical  version  of  Raymond Chandler’s  Phillip  Marlowe 
detective  stories.    Both  their  works  often  begin  with  black, 
hopeless descriptions of the things around them but then settle to 
something more satisfying and sometimes end up with a hopeful 
reflection  on things  past.   I  may be  partly  quoting from Bill 
Empsom here without realizing it, as amongst his thousands of 
literary  reviews  he  counted  Raymond  Chandler as  one  of  his 
favourite users of the English Language.   Amazingly one his 
other favourites was PG Wodehouse who by coincidence went to 
the  same  school  (Dulwich  College)  as   Chandler.   Hard  to 
believe  that  two  more  disparate  styles  of  English  writing 
stemmed from the same establishment.

Apologies to Raymond Chandler and to all at that party, but the 
pollutants in the punch and the passage of time may have made 
memory fickle.
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