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Snapshot 

Naomi Frisby 

 

The cloud clears and the bus station’s glass front glows in the sunlight. I stand on the corner 

opposite the entrance and hope he’ll find his way from the train platform, across the 

footbridge and out this side. I sound like I’m his teacher. He’s an adult. He’ll be fine. 

I check my phone. Period one will’ve just started. I hope 9B are behaving themselves. 

I’ve told Sarah and Rav to phone me if there’s any problems, but they won’t. They’re more 

excited about today than I am.  

A rush of people come through the doors. I scan faces, shifting from side to side to 

try and catch them all. He isn’t there. At least, I don’t think he is. I’ve only seen his picture 

online.  

And then he’s standing in front of me. Joanne? he says. A question. As though he’s 

unsure. Is my photo that unlike me? He looks just like his. Maybe a little more rumpled but 

then the train from Sheffield to Barnsley isn’t the greatest. At least the Pacer trains have 

gone. Finally. Trackie busses on wheels we used to call them. Uncomfortable as fuck. Don’t 

swear, Jo. He’ll have you down as one of those Northern women. Bold as brass. Common as 

muck. 

I ask him how the journey was, he says it was fine. He comments on the weather, 

says it was raining when he left London. I say it’s been beautifully sunny here all week. I’ve 

been in the garden every night after school.  

I was wondering, he says. His words land in my chest. I clench my hands. The route’s 

carefully planned. Days of work thinking about how to show him the town.  
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I was wondering whether we could start at the new development, he says. The 

answer must be written on my face because he follows with, if that’s okay. I say, sure, yes 

and set off down the back street that will take us directly to the end of the building site. He 

strides to keep up, asks some slightly breathless questions. Things he could’ve and probably 

has Googled. He’s nice. Well spoken. Friendly. But it seems like a test.  

How do people feel about it? he says. I hesitate. Why do people assume that 

because we all live in the same town, we all think and feel the same way? I reel off 

something about jobs and a place for the kids to go instead of Meadowhall. It isn’t levelling 

up though, I say. Minimum wage jobs and a corner of town that looks like it could be 

anywhere in the UK isn’t how we solve inequality. And there we have it. Five minutes it’s 

taken before my promise not to make this political is broken.  

He says he wants to have a look around. Make some notes. I sit on a concrete block 

that’s keeping a deserted market stall in place while he moves between the buildings.  

 

Mixed Fortunes in Former Mining Town 

 

In the latest in our series looking at the impact of Covid on regional towns, Andy Simpson 

visits Barnsley, South Yorkshire.  

 

It might be better known as a mining town, but it’s Barnsley’s glass making industry that’s 

evoked in the regeneration of the town centre. Glinting in the sun, dispelling the idea that 

It’s Grim Up North, is The Glass Works, a new three-phase development. Barnsley Markets, a 

collection of indoor stalls replacing a much maligned Brutalist building, was completed in 

2018. Library @ The Lightbox offers a fully accessible modern library service, including health 
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and wellbeing sessions. The town’s literary heritage is celebrated in the form of a bronze 

statue of Billy Casper, as depicted by Dai Bradley in the film Kes, and a specially 

commissioned poem, ‘Light Music’, by the Bard of Barnsley, Ian McMillan, painted high on 

one of the walls. It opened in 2019 along with Market Kitchen, a collection of eateries 

housed above the market stalls. The final stage is under construction, due to open in 

September and is the one that will bring much needed jobs to the area via several well-

known retailers, a 13-screen Cineworld cinema, and Superbowl UK.  

 

By the time he’s done, I’ve worked out how to re-route, so it doesn’t look like we’re 

doubling back on ourselves. We set off past Greggs and round the corner past Specsavers 

and Costa and Marks and the Halifax. Market Street has barely altered in all the time I’ve 

lived here. What would he make of that if I told him?  

So you’ve lived here most of your life, he says. Yes, I say. We’re heading up the hill 

past the Joseph Bramah and I’m picturing nights out at The Courthouse and Regent’s Park 

and Tut n Shive and Hedonism. Friends I haven’t seen in years, dancing like it was the only 

thing that mattered.  

What keeps you here? he says. What do you mean? I reply. I try and keep the edge 

out of my voice, but I’ve had these types of questions before. People think you’re parochial 

if you’ve lived all, or most, of your life in the same place, but when I finished uni, Barnsley 

had the highest number of returning graduates in the country. Either people really wanted 

to come back, or they left and found they didn’t fit in elsewhere. Fed up of having the piss 

taken out of their accent and their intelligence. Perhaps it was both. It was for me.  

Lots of people move for work, he says. Do they? I reply, even though I know full well 

that people do. I wonder which version to give him. The one where I return to become a 
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teacher, hoping I can make a difference, inspire kids with similar backgrounds to mine, or 

the one where I was pregnant, needed my family’s help to raise Cass and wanted to live 

near to her dad so they could have a relationship.  

 

Pre-pandemic, unemployment in the town stood at 12%, 4% higher than the national 

average. Recently, however, Barnsley was named one of the top three towns for 

employment prospects as consumers surged online, ordering non-essential goods from 

retailers such as ASOS, who have a distribution centre on the outskirts of the town. But these 

opportunities are minimum wage roles, many on zero hours contracts. A 2017 report 

revealed that people in Barnsley earn 10% less than the national average, a figure 

compounded by a decade of austerity which saw council spending reduced by 40%. Barnsley 

is now England’s 38th most deprived area overall. It ranks even higher for crime (31), 

employment (27), health and disability (22), and education, skills and training (15).  

 

We arrive at the Town Hall and I suggest we have a look around the Experience Barnsley 

museum. Most of the exhibits were donated by locals and this is it, isn’t it? This is what 

makes a place. People. Stories. Shared experiences.  

We’re in there all of ten minutes. On the way out he says, I was hoping to talk to 

some people. Ask them a few questions. I think I mentioned it in the email.  

He did mention it and I thought about priming some friends to be in town today, so 

we could casually bump into them. And then my GCSE History teacher’s words were there, 

the ones I repeat to my own pupils every single year: that all sources are biased and some 

are more reliable than others.  
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There’s a few people sitting on the benches. A middle-aged white man reading a 

book. A young Asian woman eating lunch from a Tupperware box. An older white couple, 

shopping trolley at the side of them, watching the traffic go by.  

While he moves between them, taking notes, I lean against the railings at the corner 

of the building. I check my phone. Nothing from school. I stop myself from opening my 

emails. Anything there can wait.  

I look up to see the young woman shaking her head at him. She puts the lid on her 

lunchbox and moves away. He’s asking about Brexit. People are wary.  

 

The impact of Brexit means that Barnsley has lost its share of the South Yorkshire funding 

pot which included money for skills and training. 68% of the town’s inhabitants voted to 

leave the EU, a pattern repeated across the neighbouring towns of Rotherham and 

Doncaster. ‘I don’t know why we’re still talking about it,’ Pete Furness, a retired security 

guard, tells me. ‘We voted Leave and it’s done. We’re out.’ He hasn’t seen any changes yet, 

positive or negative, but he’s hoping now the lockdowns are over more companies will be 

attracted to the town. ‘We need more jobs for local people,’ he says. 

 

Thanks, he says, as he strides towards me. I thought we’d go up to the new college building, 

I say and set off so he has no choice but to follow.  

Churchfields Peace Gardens is buzzing with people. A Black man kicks a football back 

and forth with a young boy. Two young white women walk towards us holding hands. The 

benches are all occupied with people either eating lunch alone or catching up with friends. I 

ask him if he wants to talk to any of them. He says thanks, but he’s sure he has everything 

he needs.  
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You know if you combine the number of people in Barnsley who didn’t vote with the 

number of people who voted Remain it comes to 52.4%, I say. Does it, he says. Interesting. 

His tone implies otherwise. I’m tempted to remind him that history is written by the victors, 

but I sound like I’m in my classroom again.  

We walk as far as King Arthur’s Castle then cross over to the college. The entrance to 

the new building is all glass and show. It’s becoming a bit of a theme around here. I’m 

reeling off facts, trying to distract from the two mining monuments across the road, when 

he says, if it’s possible, I’d really like to see the ASOS distribution centre. And Premier Foods. 

I think they’re near each other. I don’t reply immediately and he says I can get a taxi if it’s a 

problem.  

This wasn’t the plan. When the museum put him in touch with me it was because he 

wanted someone local who knows the town well. Senior Leadership said yes because it 

sounded positive. The perspective of someone who lives and works in the community. 

Who’s seen how it’s grown and changed and developed.  

There are loads of other things I want to show you, I say. Why don’t we do those first 

and then we can drive out there? He looks at his watch. I’ve got a seat booked on the 16.37 

from Sheffield, he says. I deliberately walk the long way to the car park, pointing out every 

interesting thing I can come up with.  

 

We don’t speak as I drive through Monk Bretton to Carlton and the Premier Foods plant. 

He’s engrossed in his phone while we pass suburban semis and rows of terraces. I’m 

picturing the lives that happen behind these doors, in these streets. I’m picturing mine. The 

time that Yasmin three door down looked after Cass because her dad let me down. Cass 

came back raving about Yaz’s curry and Yaz ended up teaching me how to make samosas 
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because Cass wouldn’t stop asking when she could have them again. Or that day we were 

going to Scarborough and the fan belt went on that blue Escort I had. We hadn’t even made 

it off the estate. Sam saw us, towed us home and then decided on an impromptu trip to the 

seaside so we could still go. Made Cass’ day. And mine. And all those times when we check 

in on each other. Nip round for cups of tea. Divide up cakes because none of us can finish a 

whole one. Grab a few extra things from the supermarket for Mrs Parker or Mr Banks so 

they don’t have to struggle to carry everything on the days their kids can’t get round to see 

them.  

 

The irony is that the very factories responsible for the surge in jobs: clothing company ASOS, 

and Premier Foods – who manufacture Mr Kipling products and supply several supermarket 

chains with mince pies – were also those which saw multiple Covid outbreaks keeping 

Barnsley high on the list of areas where cases soared. An employee who wished to remain 

anonymous told me, ‘It’s been hard. Very hard. Production had to continue. People needed 

to eat, didn’t they? And you can’t socially distance in there. We’re around each other all day. 

If one goes down, we all go down, but there was no self-isolation. Can’t afford to do it. I’ve 

bills to pay and kids to feed. We all have.’ 

 

I slow down as we pass Grimethorpe Nature Reserve. Point out to him that this is where the 

colliery used to stand. That something beautiful has been created from the destruction. 

When we arrive at the ASOS building, a shift’s finishing and I watch as the workers 

mingle, chatting and laughing as he tries to attract their attention.  

 



 8 

As of now, Barnsley’s fortunes looked mixed. New investment, new jobs, a corner of the 

town that looks modern and welcoming. But unless the government takes its promise of 

levelling up seriously, Barnsley’s new look will be all reflection and no substance.   

 

It’s 3.30pm when I drop him off at the station. There’s a text from Rav asking how it’s gone. 

All fine here, he says. Even 9B! I should go back to school, see what needs to be done before 

tomorrow. Instead, I check the time left on the car parking app. Thirty minutes. I turn the 

car round, drive up the road, and pull into a slot.  

As I walk past the library, heading for somewhere I can pick up a notebook and a 

new pack of pens, I glance at my reflection in the glass front. There’s stories in this town. 

Stories that should be heard in our own voices. Perhaps it’s time I found a way to tell mine.  


