
Skaters 
roll on with 
‘ruined                                    
dignity’                                      

SKATER’S 
TRICKS: Ben 

performing an 
Ollie - skater’s 
language for a 
leap in the air

FALLEN HEROES:                     
Poppies placed in remem-
brance on Manchester’s 
Memorial Gardens

Since Manchester’s refurbished cenotaph was recently damaged 
by skateboarders, skateboarding in the area remains a subject of 
controversy. As the row between the council and skaters contin-
ues, professional skateboarder Ben Grove speaks to Carlie Foster 
and responds to the criticism. 

EN Grove will never 
forget that old man 

and what he said. 
He was sitting by the 

cenotaph on a summer’s 
morning a few years 
ago, while holding his 
black and red Deathwish 
skateboard when he was 
approached by a police-
man. 

The officer demanded 
that Ben and his skate 
crew moved off the me-
morial. But the old man 
standing nearby, who 
turned out to be a World 
War II veteran, remon-
strated with the police-
man. 

The former serviceman 
said he was enjoying 
watching the group skate 
on the cenotaph and told 
the constable to leave 
them alone. 

“I fought in the war and 
for freedom. These guys 
should have the freedom 
to do what they want to 
do, leave them alone,” he 
said.

Skateboarding on 
memorial zones remains 
a disputed issue across 
the UK, but it wasn’t 
until Manchester’s newly 
restored cenotaph was 
damaged by skateboard-
ers in October, did it spur 
the council into action. 

The town hall reacted 
with outrage, security 
has been tightened and 
a CCTV camera has 
now been trained on the 
site to target anybody 
who defiles the area; but 
through a skateboarder’s 
eyes, skaters have always 
been the target of “unfair” 
blame in the city. 

“The council are just  
trying to find any excuse 

to have a dig at us. This 
is almost certainly unfair. 
I didn’t choose to skate 
on the cenotaph, it kinda 
chose me,” Ben said, 
gripping tightly onto his 
skateboard. 

“It just happens to be 
a great place to skate. 
It has smooth surfaces 
and ledges so we can do 
wall rides and cool tricks. 
Far worse things happen 
in Manchester, kids get 
drunk and drug dealing 
takes place on the streets 
and nothing is done about 
that. But they love telling 
us to go away.”

Ben is 29-years-old 
and he has been skate-
boarding in Manchester 
for 16 years. The action 
sport has now put him in a 
position which he be-
lieves nothing else would 
have done. It has taken 
him to different countries 
across the globe and he 
appears on his board in 
the new Warner Brothers 
Christmas film Get Santa. 
“Skateboarding is not just 
a hobby, it’s a lifestyle,” 
he said. “It’s better than 
playing football where 
there’s ten other people. 
You have more freedom. 
With skating, it’s just you 
and a piece of wood to 
concentrate on and you 
learn to connect with your 
skateboard.”

But with few skate parks 
available in Manchester, 
a skateboarder’s free-
dom is limited. A park on 
Mancunian Way, known 
to the skating community 
as ‘the pump cage’ and 
the indoor skate park 
Beast Rampz in Ardwick, 
permits skateboarding 
although there is a charge 
of a small fee. There are 
currently no free skate 
parks in the city and the 
Central Skatepark in the 
Northern Quarter closed 
last August.“Maybe if 
there was some free skate 
parks in Manchester, 
skateboarders skating on 

the cenotaph would be 
less of a problem. The 
council need to pump an 
investment into putting 
more in the city centre, 
instead of leaving skate 
parks to rot,” he said, with 
his head lowered staring 
at the red pattern on his 
leather protected gloves. 
“The skating community 
is just getting bigger and 
bigger. These days skate-
boarding is everywhere. 

B

“Skateboarding is not just a hobby, it’s a lifestyle”

Left to “rot”
It’s all over T.V, in 

every other magazine 
and everyone is wearing 
Vans and DC shoes. Tony 
Hawk’s computer game 
series changed that. In 
Manchester, there’s just 
not enough facilities for 
us. War veterans fought 
for freedom and we 
should have the freedom 
to skate where we want. 
To me, it’s not the ceno-
taph that’s ruined, it’s our 
dignity. It’s time we were 
more accepted,” he said. 

While Councillor Pat 
Karney (picture inset, 
right) states that the 
council have always tried 

to take a progressive 
stand on the sport and 
denies any reluctance to 
cater for skateboarders. 
“We will look into anything 
and everything. But so far, 
we have not received any 
requests for a new skate 
park,” he said.

Standing outside the 
Town Hall, the city centre 
spokesperson looked 
around taking insight 
of the remaining wheel 
marks across the ceno-
taph’s manicured lawn, 
scratches on the newly 

built walls and the dam-
aged stone edges on the 
surrounding architecture.  

With a frown on his 
face he questioned the 
morality of the skate-
boarders: “Sometimes you 
do go off certain human 
beings,” he said, before 
letting out a sigh. “You just 
think, have they got no 
sense of morality? What 
kind of world do we live in 
where we now have to set 
up cameras on a sacred 
area that represents the 
sacrifice our local heroes 
made? The damage by 
the skateboarders was 
unbelievably disgusting. 

Take it from me, we will 
throw the book at anyone 
caught messing around in 
this area again,” Pat said. 
He added that the majority 
of the skateboarders were 
late teenagers and was 
surprised when he heard 
that a few older skaters 
had damaged the building. 

“What staggers me is 
that some of these people 
are in their late twenties 
and thirties, you’d think 
they would have more 
common sense.”

This year marks the 
centenary of the start of 
the First World War, as 
well as the 70th anniver-
sary of the World War 
II D-day landings. After 
an announcement from 
a metro station caused 
controversy last year by 
interrupting the two minute 
silence on Remembrance 
Day, the monument has 
been renovated and 
moved over in recent 
months from its old loca-
tion in front of the library. 

Benches nearby were 
also daubed by graffiti, 
with both acts taking place 
just days after the comple-
tion of the first phase of

the refurbishment. The 
damage in St Peter’s 
Square is expected to 
cost £4,000 in total to 
repair, but for Pat, the 
cost is nothing compared 
to the “indignity” caused 
by the skateboarders. “I 
can’t believe the indignity 
shown from some of these 
people. This memorial rep-
resents our fallen service-
men who went to fight for 
Manchester and fight 
for this coun-
try and that 
should be 
respected,” 
he said.

Asked 
if tight-
ening 
security 
in the 
area will 
be suc-
cessful, 
Pat was               
positive.

“I think we 
have got the 
message out there 
that if anyone is caught on 
camera messing around 
in this area or messing 
around with the sacrifice 
people made for this 
country, we will take them 
to court and they will be 
fined. More than that, 
they will be named and 
shamed,” he said. 

While the chairman of 

the Royal British Legion for 
Greater Manchester, Chris 
Mackinson, who served 
in the Royal Air Force for 
almost 11 years as an 
aircraft engineer sees both 
points of view, he is uncer-
tain whether criminalising 
skateboarding in any form 
would make a difference. 

“I have visited several 
memorials across Great-
er Manchester that have 

been damaged by 
vandalism and 

I’ve seen peo-
ple shouting 

about 
making 
skate-
boarding 
in certain 
areas a 
criminal 
act, but 
honestly, 

I’m not so 
sure it will 

solve the 
issue,” he said. 

“Being a former 
active serviceman, I 

can certainly understand 
why the wartime gener-
ation and people who 
have lost families could 
become very angry about 
this. It’s not right and the 
memorial shouldn’t have 
been damaged. In another 
way, whether it was done  
purposely as an act of 
disrespect, I would argue.  

I think it was done thought-
lessly.”

Chris, with parents from 
the wartime generation, 
has been brought up to 
respect the war and said 
that some people may not 
have been as “lucky” as 
others to have grown up 
understanding the war and 
to have the same kind of 
respect. 

“It’s clear the skaters 
didn’t even think about 
the consequences of their 
actions and that it would 
cause so much heartache 
and concern. What we 
need to do is make people 
aware, especially young 
people and give them 
reason to think about what 
they are doing – this kind 
of responsibility comes 
from education,” he said. 

The serviceman added 
that for a number of years 
the Royal British Legion 
have been visiting schools 
and have managed to 
get remembrance as an 
item on their curriculum 
for children as young as 
7-years-old and up until 
G.C.S.E level.

The Legion produces 
and issue school packs to 
every school in the country 
to aid children’s under-
standing of remembrance 
and good citizenship.

“No sense of
 morality”

“They will be 
named and 
shamed”

“These guys 
should have 
the freedom 
to do what 
they want to 
do”

Chris did not condone 
the damage, but showed 
more tolerance towards 
the actions of the young 
skaters. “At the end of the 
day a kid’s a kid and they 
go out and live their life 
and sometimes, inevita-
bly, they do things they 
shouldn’t. When I was 
a young child, I climbed 
fences and went into 
places I shouldn’t have, 
but as a child you don’t 
think about these things. 
Again, this comes down to 
the need for education,” 
he said.

Although Chris’s main 
argument is to educate 
people about the impor-
tance of the memorial, 

when told about 
Ben Grove’s sto-
ry of the old man 
and what he said 
to the policeman 
years ago at the 
cenotaph, he said 
he had to agree 
with the senti-
ment.

“What the 
World War II 
veteran said to 
the officer was 
correct. These 
people gave their 
lives and suffered 
great indignities 
and wounds so that 
people could have the 
freedom to express them-
selves. But I think there is 

a time and a place for ex-
pression and a cenotaph 
probably isn’t the best 
place to be skateboard-
ing,” Chris said.

7 Find us on Facebook at facebook.com/ManchesterEveningNews FRIDAY, DECEMBER 12, 2014 M.E.N.                      M.E.N. FRIDAY, DECEMBER 12, 2014 Follow us on Twitter @MENnewsdesk 8

FORMER SERVICEMAN: 
Chris Mackinson sees 
both sides. Image taken by       
Luncinda Parker

“Heartache”

SKATE DEBATE: Although skateboarding on the cenotaph may be seen as disrespectful, Ben argues his 
rights to skate on the monument is what our fallen heroes fought for


